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Chapter 1

My feet thundered on the ground as I tried to gain on my prey. Blood thundered through my ears as I kept my head up, dodging the trees that it flew in and out of. Only traces of the creature’s shadow appeared, darting around and trying to escape.

Woosh!

A magical light slipped by my head, nearly hitting me, and disappeared past the tree. There was a small noise, followed by a shocked, animalistic hiss.

“Kehhh!”

Rushing to the other side, I saw a tiny dragon, no bigger than a beagle, wrestling with a small magic snare on its back leg. The snare glowed with magic light and kept him tied to the ground.

“Don’t let him get away!” Came a voice from behind. “My spell won’t last long.”

The small dragon tried gnawing at the restraint for a moment before I raised my voice. “Copper!” I commanded. “Enough.”

Copper, the small dragon on the ground, bopped for a second, pretending he only just now noticed I was there. He looked at me with a pair of brilliant, fiery orange eyes, trying to play it cute. To be fair, Copper was extremely cute, with four tiny paws featuring adorable nails that could rip right through a horse even at his size, rows of razor-sharp teeth, and a copper-brown set of scales that featured an eggshell-white pattern. His big, intelligent eyes blinked a few times, as if pleading to say, “Pleeease, Asher! I’m sorry!”

Stowing away how cute I found Copper, I grimaced and put my hands on my hips.

“Did you try and eat Mrs. Bazwan’s prized chickens?” I admonished Copper. He held his ground, trying not to break from his innocent expression. “After we already rescued them from the spire wolves?”

Copper’s faҫade couldn’t last, and he sunk his head to the ground, not noticing the magic restraint had disappeared. However, Copper knew he was caught and didn’t try to run. I rolled my eyes and motioned for him to come toward me.

“You’re lucky you didn’t catch any of them,” I grumbled, picking up Copper and letting him on my shoulder. “Now try and look inconspicuous, we’ve gotta head back into town.”

Copper bowed his head before his body shrank to a rodent’s size and fur began to pop out from his scales. His long, draconic face shrank into a mousy form, and in the blink of an eye, Copper was no longer a dragon but a tiny jerebo. A kind of mix between a small squirrel and a red panda. Ridiculously cute, but also mischievous little buggers. Which was perfect for Copper!

I sighed and offered him my hand. Copper sniffed for a moment before trilling and running up my arm and nesting comfortably on my shoulder.

“I’m coming!” Came the same rich, smokey voice from earlier.

Rushing through the gaggle of trees was an imposingly tall wizard with a long, gnarled staff and wizard’s robes, complete with a giant witch’s hat. Standing well over seven feet tall—built almost as powerfully as she was stunning—was our team’s wizard, Giezha. Her silver eyes shined behind her round spectacles, sparkling in the fresh spring sunlight.

Running right behind her and catching up was Mara, a beautiful, red-haired half-elf with pale, freckled skin and a shining green sword at her back. The sword was a near-perfect match for her brilliant emerald eyes. She had a deathly serious look on her face, while Giezha seemed uncomfortable more than anything. Mara turned to Giezha and looked her up and down. (Well, mostly up, since Giezha was almost over two feet taller than her.)

“You nearly hit Asher with your spell,” Mara said in a neutral voice. Giezha winced at her blunt criticism but did not respond. “Please try to be more careful in the future.”

“I’m fine!” I assured Mara. “Besides, you and I have done the whole ‘I charge in while you shoot arrows around me to surprise the bad guys’ thing before.”

Giezha smiled at me appreciatively, while Mara made a guilty face. Copper bobbed his head excitedly to see the girls again and jumped over to Mara.

“So…is that what we’re calling that move?”

I laughed in response but said nothing. With Copper wrangled, we waited as two other figures appeared from opposite sides of the forest. One was a voluptuous, curvy woman with semi-pointed ears and long curly hair that fell past her shoulders in silver and copper.

Her rich, full lips…were pursed as she carried a very agitated chicken by its legs. It was charcoal gray and had eyes half the size of a normal chicken. Its wings flapped around wildly, and the talons on that bad boy looked a good half-inch long.

“Little bastard nearly got my throat,” Kiersa grumbled.

“Well, this one did.” Came the other figure’s voice.

Dropping out of a nearby tree, a small, green woman with white and dark green tattoos on her face, neck, and around her arms appeared beside me. Normally it was Uli’s specialty to appear out of nowhere in total silence, but in this case, even she couldn’t silence two pissed-off chickens.

“Backawww!” It shrieked.

The two chickens were in a large sack Uli had over her shoulder with talons piercing the sides but unable to rip free. Kiersa took her chicken and threw it in unceremoniously with the others.

“Will that hurt the chickens?” Giezha asked. “Being stuck in the bag I mean.”

“They’ll be fine,” Kiersa said with a little extra in her voice. “Besides, they’re stone hens, the only danger to them is how good they are to eat.”

“Oh,” Giezha responded “Okay…sorry.”

Kiersa didn’t rush to tell Giezha it was fine or that she didn’t do anything wrong, and we all awkwardly turned to leave the forest. It was a pleasantly warm day that felt positively balmy once we emerged from the forests and got back on the roads. The farmer who had contacted our ,guild, the Red Breakers, to retrieve her missing chickens was a short distance from home in Naled.

I took a deep breath of the fresh air and pleasant weather, trying to soak in everything we’d been missing in Bouldergulf. We’d only returned from the frozen port a few weeks ago and had already gotten back into looking for jobs.

Not because we were completely broke, but more because that’s just what we did. If Giezha wasn’t studying, Mara and I weren’t sparring in the Warren, and Kiersa wasn’t at the Temple of her Goddess, Ihena, Uli would have us busy working any job we could get with the Guild.

Sometimes that meant finding a missing amulet. Sometimes it was making a manor stop being haunted. Other times it was to help someone delve into a dungeon to look for treasure, only to get wrapped up in a tournament to try and be the chief of a tribe of goliaths who are threatening to destroy the town you landed in, while there’s a crazy subplot involving multiple murders and a scroll that could grant you the powers of the surrounding landscape, only to fight the leader, who happens to be one of your girlfriend’s fathers, to the death so you blow him and part of the mountain up. Oh, and while that’s going on, you meet a baby dragon who becomes your best buddy.

Buuuut, in this instance, it was finding chickens that ran off into the forest this morning.

Uli stretched and eyed Copper up and down. Her golden eyes were like slits in the bright light. “You know, this would’ve been easier if Copper didn’t try to eat the chickens when we were almost to Mrs. Bazwan’s farm, Asher.”

“He just got a little excited!” I defended. “He’s normally not like that. Maybe he didn’t have a good hunt last night.”

“Hm.” Was all Uli said before turning away from me.

I would like to just say really quick that I am the luckiest guy in the world. Because despite being murdered by my best friend back on Earth, I was given a second chance at life here on Echo Veil, living a stupendously exciting life as an adventurer.

More importantly, Giezha, Uli, Mara, and Kiersa all happened to be my girlfriends as well. And like everyone at some point in their life, I screwed up something fierce despite having good intentions. As the one who discovered Copper in the cave, I kept him a secret from everyone, including the girls. I didn’t tell them about Copper, though, because I was afraid he’d be attacked or killed just because he was a dragon.

Were dragons dangerous? Sure. Did one almost take over the entire world six hundred years ago, taking all the dragons with him to the Southern Continent before mysteriously dying, meaning any dragon being within spitting distance was extremely rare? Of course. And was I a total asshole for not trusting the women I loved?

“Yes, ma’am!” I nodded to the kindly Mrs. Bazwan before handing her the bag of stone hens. “Got the last of your chickens here.”

Mrs. Bozwan was a frail half-elf, half-gnome farmer with a large pet boar-ox that followed her around. The damned beast was almost Uli’s height at the shoulders and could plow a field with just its tusks. She smiled at us all warmly before reaching into a rattan bag, which jingled with coins.

“I hope this is enough for you all,” she said, taking the bag and walking to a fenced-in area before opening it. The chickens all squawked indignantly before running off to go cluck around with their fellow birds. “I’m sorry they got away so close to the farm!”

Mara cast me a sarcastic sideways glance, but I paid it no mind. The job wasn’t anything glamorous, nor was the pay: seven silvers apiece. But it felt good to help a kind old lady out, especially when she threw in a whole basket of mojeek fruit. Sweet, sweet mojeek fruit!

These green, oblong fruits grew in bushes by the bundle and had a decidedly bland taste to them. Unless you planted them with seeds of a different kind of fruit or vegetable. While the texture would always be crisp skin and a slightly chewy center, their flavor would more or less mimic the taste of whatever cultivar they beat out during their winter growing cycle.

“Ooohh, cherry,” I murmured, biting into a mojeek the size of my fist.

“You’re gonna get addicted to them,” Uli warned, also indulging in our patron’s generous tip.

“I think he already has,” Mara teased.

Giezha was about to say something before stopping and looking off to the horizon. I grimaced but didn’t say anything as we made our way to the guild hall. Naled, the port city we called home, was just as busy, dense, and crazy as ever. The Great Library stood near the center of the city, across from the Warren, a combination arena and welcome-all-comers training area. For just a few coppers—and potentially our dignity—you could train to your heart’s content in one-on-one combat with anybody else who happened to show up.

Also, they had plays on every Orosday and Evlanday. The last one I took Uli and Kiersa to was about the Princess of Loroney being forced to leave her people, and she became a traveling merchant with her butler before coming home to strike down the tyrant king who deposed her father and mother. Real good stuff, very touching ending.

But if you really wanted to find mayhem, you’d skip the dark alleys in Iron Court, the choppy seas just past the docks, or the hustle and bustle going on in every square and market. Instead, you’d head out to the Red Breakers’ guild hall. Home to the biggest collection of misfits and washouts imaginable.

What most of us lacked in natural talents, connections, or people skills, we made up for with our grit, perseverance, and ability to work for anybody so long as the pay was right, and the job wasn’t tooooo dastardly. Rob a rival guild of their prized necklace? Sure. Burn down an orphanage on the way out? No can do.

Uli threw open the door, and I braced for a combination of loud music, a brawl ready to spill out from the main hall, or a big of errant magic headed for my face. Instead, however, I found…nothing.

The guild hall was completely empty, save for Salvatore Yaxel, the satyr leader of the Guild, and a few others playing a quiet game of Seven Swordsmen while enjoying an expensive bottle of brandy.

Sal’s balding forehead shined slightly, while a red headband featuring a two-sailed sloop kept it from his eyes and pince-nez. One of the other guild members, a lanky older man with a twisted noise and black curls with gray tips, put down a winning play, causing the table to let out a groan of defeat.

“The pot is mine!” Graham declared before scooping the coppers from the table into his pouch. “Another round, perhaps?”

Uli and I waved at Sal, who went from bitter defeat to triumphant pride in a heartbeat. He puffed out his chest and smiled before walking over to us all.

“Back already?” Sal chortled. “It was supposed to last you the whole day! Why, I was sure one of the farmer’s chickens would’ve found its way onto a boat to Zizar!”

“No, just the forest thanks to a certain jerebo,” Uli remarked, eyeing Copper.

Sal’s smile dropped for a moment before laughing and offering a bit of cheese to Copper, who was still on my shoulder. Copper sniffed the cheese before grabbing it with both of his paws and quickly devouring the cheese.

“Well, I’m sure he was just itching for some exercise,” he chortled before turning to Uli. “All right, team leader, how did everyone do on the job?”

Oh boy. Why’s Sal got Uli doing evals on the spot?

As the team leader, it was up to Uli to be honest about how everyone was doing, both with us and with the Guild’s captain. We weren’t getting graded or anything, but it was still important for us to know what we needed to improve on for the next job. You know, so it doesn’t kill us.

Uli thought about it for a moment, turning toward us and thinking for a good second. Her eyes bore into each of us with terrifying coldness. Uli was as sharp as they come and could be brutally honest when she didn’t need to conceal anything.

“Mara tracked the stone hens down in less than half the time we thought it would take.” Uli nodded. “Kiersa’s magic helped corral the chickens into one spot and even tracked a few down by hand when necessary…”

Uli’s gaze then shifted to me and to Giezha. Her poker face was immaculate, with not a single inch of her face changing as she read her mental report on us. “Asher set up a pretty brilliant trap that we used to catch half of the birds and drop them off. Unfortunately, Copper tore at the trap and the chickens got scared and ran off into the forest.”

Ouch…I grimaced. Nothing she said was wrong, of course. I did come up with the trap for the chickens, but at the same time, Copper was my responsibility. Uli grinned, though, and scratched Copper under his chin. The little fella nearly fell off my shoulder he was leaning into her so hard. Her pupils went from slits to more relaxed circles in the center of her big golden irises.

“Copper managed to chase the chickens around until they got tired, though, so that was helpful, even if he did make us redo most of the job. Overall, I’d say the team did a good job! Just gotta be better about the details.”

“What about Giezha?” Sal asked, arching an eyebrow.

All eyes fell on Giezha for a second, and despite being head and shoulders above everyone, she seemed to shrink in the limelight.

Uli coughed and nodded her head. “Giezha performed adequately,” she said professionally.

Giezha took that not-an-insult right to the chest but did her best to keep her typically neutral expression. I thought she’d done a great job walling the chickens in with dirt she transfigured into makeshift pens. And she even caught Copper when he got the zoomies! Sure, she nearly hit me with the magic spell and coulda stuck me to the tree, but she didn’t! And she might have launched one chicken into a tree that Uli had to climb down and grab. But still!

“Anything else to add?” Sal asked, with a hopeful tone.

“Nope.”

Sal sighed and nodded his head. “Alrighty, be off then.”

“Are there any more jobs for us?” Mara asked anxiously. “We’re ready to go!”

“I agree,” Giezha added.

I was the only one who saw it, but Mara’s jaw tightened for a second before relaxing. It seemed to bothered her that Giezha even spoke up, which I thought was wayyyy out of bounds. But I let it go, as Mara had also let it go. That being said, we’d have to talk about this soon. Sal rubbed his chin for a moment, stroking the brown beard that came to a curly point.

“Well…I guess there’s a job that could be of some use. Asher! Why don’t you take the lead on this one?”

“Me!?” I asked.

“Asher!?” the girls all but shouted.

Uli, in particular, seemed aghast that she’d been replaced by me as the team leader for the mission. I won’t lie, it hurt a little that everyone was surprised I was picked. But I was most surprised that anyone other than Uli would lead a job. Sal, however, nodded and gestured for me to follow him.

“C’mon, lad. I’ll debrief you on the secret treasure hunt!”


Chapter 2

“All aboard!” Mara called out to us as we walked the plank off the dock and onto the M.S. Shrew Bog.

Mara smiled, with her knapsack slung over one shoulder and longsword hidden at her side beneath a green traveling cloak. Normally, we’d have our armor on well before arriving at the ship and have our weapons at the ready. However, Sal’s instructions for the secret mission were to maintain a low profile.

As such, we’d all taken to simple clothes and camping supplies, as Sal told us not to worry about danger. Of course, Giezha was a magic user, as was Kiersa, while Uli could hide an elephant in her pocket. Mara took ‘no weapons’ to mean ‘less weapons’ and hid her sword by her side. Armed to the teeth at every moment. That’s my Mara.

Copper trilled, running along the taffrail in his jerebo form. His eyes shined, looking at all the busy folk preparing to set sail. Once I had both feet on the ship, I instantly had to get used to the back-and-forth sway of the ship on the water. The Shrew Bog was a two-sailed cog with a funny square back that looked like the top of a rook’s tower.

Once the girls were all aboard, we went to the first mate of the ship to hand him our payment. The first mate was a male cat-folk with tabby brown fur and gray-blue eyes.

At first, I was taken aback slightly by his appearance and the tail that he had sticking out from behind. Cat-folk were exceedingly rare this far south from what I’d heard, with almost all of them hailing from the far-off kingdom of Galen at the northwest edge of the continent. I’d only met one a long time ago, and that was a thief that failed at pickpocketing me soon after I’d arrived in Echo Veil.

“Be five silvers each for boarding, and additional fees based on where you need us to stop,” he said, with a paw out. “And I will charge extra if Blondie doesn’t stop starring.”

Kiersa elbowed me in the side, and I quickly apologized as awkwardly as you could imagine. There was then a long silence, before I realized everyone was waiting on me.

“Oh! Right, sorry. Uh, we’re headed to Ineska—the small town near Mount Kianai, so the closest port to there.”

The cat man looked at me for a moment and nodded. “Then an additional five silvers per passenger. Including the jerebo.”

“What jerebo?” I asked innocently.

The man pointed in the direction Copper had been and looked at me. “That one.”

I looked that way and made an innocent face. “Sir, there’s just a gull over there. I think it scared away the poor fella.”

He turned and realized I was correct. There was no longer a jerebo on the rail. Just a gull with a brown eggshell pattern. He narrowed his feline eyes, and his tail went bushy but accepted the twenty-five silvers as payment.

“Better not have run into the pantries,” the first mate grumbled before walking toward the captain.

“Not bad!” Uli grinned, clapping my back. “You’ve got it covered already.

I rolled my eyes and thanked her before we headed down to the ‘room’ we’d gotten. The ship wasn’t very large, but we were at least promised some privacy in the form of a room to share. We’d be packed in like sardines, but that was a-okay with me.

Heading below deck, the musty smell of the ship wafted into our faces. I coughed and slipped by a few crew members who were doing one last cargo check in the front. It was bustling underneath just as much as on the top side. Behind the stairs were a pair of non-seafaring folk that I’d seen talking to the first mate before us.

“This way.” I pointed.

Whack!

“Ow…” Came an annoyed groan. Giezha was rubbing her head on the threshold above the stairs with her glasses askew. Mara and Kiersa looked back at her, and Giezha winced. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize,” Uli said. “Just watch your head next time.”

Following behind the stairs we found another set, going even deeper into the ship’s hull.

“What is the meaning of this!?” Came a shrill voice below. Following the yelling, the five of us found two goblin women in fancy, vibrantly colored clothes, looking up angrily at an elf sailor. The two women were giving him a serious tongue lashing, though he seemed bored of the whole thing.

“We were promised accommodation!” the shorter goblin woman shrieked, trying to stick her finger up at the elf. “Lodging! And what is this!?”

The other goblin gestured around indignantly. “Storage, Alis! ’Tis only storage!”

“Yeah, well you’re the cargo ladies, so if you gotta problem, either go yell at the captain about it or swim back to shore.”

The sailor adjusted his trousers before nodding and walking past the still-jabbering nobles. He saw us and scowled before brushing past.

“Woof,” Mara murmured under breath.

The two goblin women swiftly chased after the sailor to give him several pieces of their minds. Looking around, we saw the women were correct; it was just storage. Wooden boxes and barrels lined the walls, along with sacks of grain. The clatter of footsteps above and muffled shouting told us round two of their row had just begun.

“So where are we supposed to stay?” Kiersa asked, looking around.

A walkway branched to the left and right from the stairs while the rest of the area was stocked up to the ceiling. Giezha, still ducking from the low ceiling, found a spot near the end and looked at the tall stacks of boxes

“We should be able to move those boxes to form a wall of sorts.” She shrugged. “It’ll give us some privacy.”

“Great idea!” I said before anyone else could comment. “While we’ve got the floor, I can tell you guys everything I know about the mission.”

Giezha and I quickly shifted the least fragile boxes around into what could charitably be called a fort, complete with a sheet door for privacy. If we really needed to not be heard, Giezha or Kiersa could provide some magical cover to avoid being overheard.

Once in place, we all huddled together, while Copper played the role of lazy guard cat. I fished in my bag for the dossier that Sal prepared while everyone waited. I was dispirited to see Kiersa, Mara, and Uli sitting far from Giezha and bunched together. Trying to hide the feeling, I pulled out the paper and unfolded it before reading it out loud.

“To the brave souls who seek immortal glory,” I said, before clearing my throat. “A quest most great awaits those brave souls who seek to find the Golden Lotus of Mount Kianai near the base of the Soulscape Foothills. This urgent bulletin has been sent to you because of your notable history in retrieving the unretrievable, defeating the undefeatable, and making the impossible, possible.”

Kiersa bobbed up and down, clearly enjoying the high praise, while Uli arched her brow.

“Golden Lotus? So, it is a treasure hunt.”

“Yep!” I nodded before continuing. “Come to the last confirmed sighting of the Lotus at the Veribond Springs in the southern shadow of Mount Kianai for further instruction. Ask for Dris at the counter, they’ll know what it means.”

“A Golden Lotus?”

“A mystery?”

“A load of shit!” Uli seethed, surprising us all. “Why the hells does Sal want us on a mission like this? It’ll take three days just to get on dry land before we hike another two days just to get there! And it didn’t say anything about pay?”

“Apparently, whoever gets the Lotus keeps it.” I shrugged.

“So!? What are we supposed to do? Sell it!?”

“Maybe?” Mara suggested.

“Fuck this!” Uli growled in frustration before jumping to her feet and storming out of the room. Giezha put her hand up to stop her, only for Uli to spin around it and point at her. “Don’t you try to stop me when I’m leaving in a huff!”

Giezha didn’t back down and stood up, staring at the diminutive green beauty. I sensed the tension in Giezha as she tried to stay calm.

“Why are you undermining Asher this much?”

Uli’s eyes dilated in a show of her anger, and I worried she would try something on Giezha. Instead, however, she laughed sarcastically.

“Really!?” Uli mocked. “That’s the line you, of all people, want to go with!?”

“Guys!” I said, jumping into the fray. Things were unraveling fast, and I needed to get control of the situation. “Come on! We’ve barely set sail, and we’re already fighting?”

Uli and Giezha turned to me with opposite expressions. Giezha seemed relieved, while Uli looked positively pissed.

Can’t let her just run me over on this…

“Sal gave us the mission for a reason, so if you gotta problem with it, don’t stick it on us. We’ve had stinkers before with you in charge, and I don’t remember anyone giving you hell for it.”

I looked to the others for backup, and Kiersa and Mara seemed to agree with me. I turned to Giezha, then back to Uli.

“And you don’t need to be attacking Giezha for what happened in Bouldergulf. It’s fine.”

Uli’s posture stiffened for a moment before blinking several times. A chill went down my spine as the room temperature dropped a solid hundred degrees. The chilly stares of Mara and Kiersa joined Uli’s, and I was about ready to fall over and shatter into a million pieces. I’d gotten so worked up and ahead of myself I went from trying to be a peacemaker to running full steam into a brick wall.

“Right,” Uli said, emotionlessly. “You are…right. And I need to…go ask the captain something. I hope that’s fine with you, Asher.”

Uli left the room before I could say anything, and I almost didn’t dare to turn to Kiersa and Mara. Their expressions were a feigned neutral reserved only for when a man says something incredibly dense and stupid, that they can only look at you like in awe.

“I…uh…”

Giezha quickly got up and walked out of the room, mumbling something about needing to find Copper. The dozy cat/dragon took the opportunity to stretch out his adorable little legs and tail before brushing himself against my leg.

Damn it…

The rest of the day was spent in awkward silence as Mara and Kiersa stuck to each other, while Giezha and Uli remained elusive. I felt like a jackass and like I’d overstepped with what I said. But at the same time, that kinda pissed me off.

They were all mad at Giezha for poisoning me and nearly killing me in the fight, which was fair. But at the same time, I’m the one that almost died, damn it! Shouldn’t I have, well maybe not ‘final say’ on whether it’s fine, but at least a say in if it’s fine!?

“Gawoooo?” Copper trilled, butting his small draconic head into my hand.

Despite being cooped up on a relatively small ship, I needed to stretch my legs and took a walk on the ship’s deck. The pale moonlight from Avis and Xalia’s teal tinge swept through the brilliant night sky, illuminating a flurry of stars and distant planets swirling in inky blackness, mixed with blues and purples. It was like a big, bright watercolor, twinkling above me as I absently scratched Copper’s chin.

Dragons were terrifying, monstrous beasts that could kills you in a second if it fancied them. Luckily almost every dragon in the world was in the fabled southern continent after retreating from war over half a millennium ago. The other dragon in the equation, on the other hand, had a penchant for scaling his size down to something diminutive and easy to carry. Either Copper loved being adorable, or he was a lazy little shit that wanted to be carried.

Maybe both.

Still, the night crew paid us no mind and couldn’t tell what Copper was in the darkness with my back turned to all of them. The waters had been clam, and the wind was favorable for the first leg of the journey, and for that, I could count my blessings.

“Am I already screwing things up, bud?” I asked Copper. He looked at me with a pair of big orange eyes, and despite his intelligence, I was certain the range of thoughts in his skull were between nada and bupkis.

“Gwooo…”

“I agree, Copper.” Came a smooth, silky voice behind me.

Her eyes caught me first, like two perfectly round, golden coins bouncing in the dark. Uli’s pupils were round, and she slid next to the handrailing, nudging up against me. Copper, who had shrunk to the size of a rat, trilled at Uli’s entrance and immediately began to ignore me in favor of his favorite half-goblin.

Uli didn’t look at me for a while as the sounds of the sea sloshing against the side of the ship mixed with the distant waves. At first I tried to say something but didn’t have the words for what I was trying to say, turning me into a puppet as I opened and closed my mouth repeatedly.

Uli rubbed her shoulder against my elbow playfully, and she laughed softly.

“How’re Mara and Kiersa?” Uli asked me, nudging closer.

“Frosty,” I sighed. “It seems my attempt to smooth things over made the road bumpier for everyone.”

Uli snorted and nodded her head.

“Obviously. I know subtlety isn’t your strong suit, Asher, but can you blame us? You nearly died…Giezha abandoned us. And honestly, that’s just the parts that hurt all of us.”

“I was there too,” I said defensively. “And I think as the guy who nearly died, I get a say in it.”

Uli sighed and jumped her butt on the railing. Normally, I’d be afraid of someone falling into the freezing waters, but Uli was so graceful and athletic, I was convinced she could dance on nothing but air. Her eyes flitted up and down, trying to read me while her sharp black nails dug into the old wood.

“You do get a say.” Uli nodded. “But you don’t get to decide how we feel. I can’t speak for Mara and Kiersa individually, but I know for certain how I felt about the whole thing: Betrayed. Distrusted. Disposable.”

Shame filled her eyes, and even in the dark, lit only by a few lanterns on deck, Uli’s eyes had wetted, and tears threatened to collect in the sides of her eyes. She sniffled slightly and took a deep breath.

“Asher, I know being the ‘leader’ of our group in missions doesn’t mean much beyond listening to Sal, doing the talking, and maybe doing inventory of whatever we get. But…it means something to me. I want to protect you, Giezha, Mara, and Kiersa with my life.”

“Woooo!” Copper whined, nestling in Uli’s lap.

At first she flinched, still not entirely used to Copper, before giggling and petting his head.

“And Copper now too.”

I rubbed the back of my head, thinking about shat Uli said. She was right, of course. I couldn’t tell them to feel nor should I. And Uli was so hard working and always trying to make the best for us. I trusted her with my life. She probably thought Giezha did too…

“But still…that doesn’t mean Giezha should be ostracized.” Uli looked at me, and her ears drooped slightly. “Pretty sure nobody knows just how hard Giezha fucked up more than her. She was nearly killed by her own damn father in all this. She knows she screwed up. But rather than complain about how everyone is treating her, she’s taking it on the chin. What else is she supposed to do to regain your trust?”

Uli didn’t look at me and kept scratching Copper, who cooed happily in response.

“I need you, Uli.” I whispered, gently grasping Uli’s shoulder. She looked up at me, almost surprised. “I can’t lead this mission without you.”

At first, my half-goblin confidant and girlfriend seemed touched before her eyes narrowed.

“Why’d you say it like that? ‘Mission,’ I mean.”

I laughed and shook my head. “It’s a surprise. A good one. Just trust me.”

Uli harrumphed, but didn’t say, “no.” I kissed her head and wrapped my arms around her in a tight hug. She wasn’t always a huge hugger, but Uli’s sharp nails prickled my back as she hugged me back. We lingered together for a moment, and it was nice to just relax in her arms.

“Please help me patch things up with Giezha and Mara and Kiersa, Uli. I know you don’t want to stay mad at her. And we need to be together for this. A team!”

Uli’s grip tightened around me, and she leaned her head into my chest.

“That’s abuse of your powers as team lead. Making it sound like it’s all up to me.” She pouted before nodding her head. “But you’re right. I’ll…try to relax. I don’t want to stay mad at her. But Mara and Kiersa have to figure their own stuff out. Honestly, though, Asher, I reckon it’s you they’d need to talk to more, anyway.”

“Me?” I asked, confused.

“Yup.”

“Bweeee!” Copper squeezed out from between us, now sporting the look of a squirrel.

“Oi!” called a crewman stuck with the nightshift. His voice was rough and grating like sandpaper to the ears. A tall, muscular orc trudged toward us with a grimace and ill intentions plastered on his face. “Non-crew are to be below deck at nightfall! Captain’s orders!”

Uli and I looked at each other in an instant silent conversation.

“This guy’s bullshitting,” I heard her think to me. I nodded in agreement as Uli, and I both had the great idea: Let’s fuck with this guy.

Sailor. Doesn’t like regular folk in his face. Not likely to have a family based on how young this guy seems. Probably has how he’ll spend his money figured out before hitting the port…

“Oh, we’re sorry!” Uli said, putting her hands up and staring at the man innocently. “We just heard that there was a game of cards to be had here and got curious.”

The man didn’t notice the sly grin Uli slipped me as the orc probably had gold falling in front of his eyes. I tried to hide the look on my face as the orc unwittingly decided to contribute to our party funds for after the trip.


Chapter 3

Thankfully Uli didn’t go overboard with how much she got from the poor sailors that decided to try and play her in a game of cards. I helped run up a healthy pot with my terrible bluffs and unlucky cards before Uli swooped in and took them for all they were worth.

By the way, if you’re ever running low on cash in Echo Veil, come play me for a few hands. I’m dead awful at cards and my luck’s worse than my bluff.

“Okay, but why did you want his hat?” Kiersa asked curiously as Uli adjusted the gray and white traveler’s cap with a single green feather stuck in it while staring at her reflection of her dagger.

“Because I’d look great in it,” Uli said with a hint of modesty. “And I do! Plus, Giezha can’t be the only one with a cool hat, right Geej?”

Giezha was silently reading an arcane tome big enough to be a lethal weapon when her head snapped up, hearing Uli call her that. Giezha’s large witch’s hat covered part of her face for a moment, before she pushed it up away from her.

“Huh?”

Uli posed for a second, cocking her head to the side with a smile. “Well, what do you think. My hat or yours?”

“Oh. Umm…yours is nice.”

“Buuutt?” Uli asked, leading her on.

Giezha saw the look Uli gave me, and her posture relaxed slightly. “But I still think my hat is cooler…”

Giezha smiled, almost guiltily at the admission, but it satisfied Uli and me. If we were going to get things back to some kind of normalcy, I’d need Uli’s help to smooth things over. Kiersa shrugged and got back to her own downtime activity of…well, lazing around. We’d been so quick to leave that we didn’t know what to take for the ship ride, so we mostly spent the time laying around, bored.

Except for Mara.

“Off to train,” she said, jumping to her feet and grabbing her sword.

“Don’t take anybody’s heads off,” Uli called, still admiring her new hat. “Psst!”

I turned and saw Uli look at me through the reflection of the dagger. Mara’s feet pounded the stairs as Uli’s eyes darted in that direction several times. It took me a second to get the picture, but I nodded and turned to follow her.

“I’ll go make sure she doesn’t get over enthusiastic,” I said, leaving our makeshift room of boxes. Copper, currently in his cat form, hopped up to follow me, but I shook my head. “Why don’t you stay with the girls, Copper? I’m sure Giezha would love your company.”

Copper’s head rolled from side to side before bounding over to Giezha and burying his head in her lap. Giezha flinched, dropping her book to the side as the dragon-turned-cat decided to make biscuits, pawing and playing with the fabric of her robes.

“I…! Uh…dragon…cat. On my lap.”

Even if the girls weren’t used to Copper, I figured exposure therapy was the way to go. I mean, it’s not so bad when he’s just a furry little fella on your lap. It’s more concerning when he’s a hundred something pounds and has fire licking the sides of his mouth. Not a fun way to wake up—ask me how I know.

Shink!

Mara’s emerald-green blade sliced through the air and cut an apple in half as it floated. Keeping her lower half perfectly still, Mara’s upper body twisted, and her blade danced in the air, passing through the apple multiple times, before eight apple slices fell down. In a blur, her hands snatched them all up, and she flipped around with her arms outstretched.

“Woahhh!” a little girl squealed while her baby brother held onto her arm, jumping up and down. The little girls’ eyes beamed with excitement as Mara walked over and handed her and the boy the slices of apples.

“How was that?” Mara asked, beaming.

“Again!” The little boy shrieked, clapping his hands and slightly mashing the apple slice.

“Don’t yell at her, Dimi,” the young girl said in a motherly tone.

“Oh, it’s all right,” Mara replied warmly.

I chuckled to myself, watching Mara entertain the other young passengers on the ship. I’d come up to join Mara in some practice, but in the time between her starting and me getting up to the ship, the two youngins were so enamored with her that they pelted her with hundreds of questions and requests to slice, stab, and otherwise break stuff.

Mara was a natural with them both, answering their questions, asking them about themselves, and just…being around them. I didn’t know whether to say I was good or bad with kids, if only because I never grew up around any. No aunts or uncles also meant no cousins. My hand found my chin as I watched Mara smiling and laughing with the kids, entertaining them while the sun beat down on us all.

God, Mara was one hell of a woman. Not only was she incredibly kind, funny as hell, a fantastic fighter, and gorgeous, she had this magnetic, sunny personality that just lit the—”

“Asher!” Mara called, snapping me out of my daydreaming. Mara grabbed my hand and hurried me over as I blinked back into the present. “This is Dimi and Nemillia!”

The two young kids were sitting on the stairs by the back of the ship, with Dimi clinging to his big sister. They were both human with dark, tanned skin and tight black curls. Nemilla’s eyes were glued to Mara, barely registering anything else going on, while Dimi looked at me, half-excited and half-afraid.

“Did you really fight a…a dragon?” Dimi asked, looking up at me.

I turned to Mara, who tried to play innocent before giving me a look. The kind of look that said, Nobody’s gonna believe this kid, so let him have fun!

“Sure did,” I said, giving Mara a half-admonishing look before kneeling down to be eye level with the young boy. He couldn’t have been older than five, while his sister seemed a few years older. “Mara did too! It attacked the village we were in, so Mara and I and our friends ran out to fight it in the blistering snow. It was bigger than any house and disappeared in the snow! Its frosty breath could freeze you in an instant, while its booming voice was like thunder!”

The kids’ eyes widened even further as Nemilla seemed ready to burst from excitement. “Mara fought it too!?”

Before Mara could say anything, I jumped in. “Yeah! She fought it with her sword and bow and showed no fear! That’s Mara for you, though. She’s fought all kinds of things. Like dragons, wolves, bandits, and all sorts of monsters.”

The kids looked up to Mara like she was a legendary hero, which in my eyes wasn’t far off. Mara was exceptionally brave and fought all kinds of harrowing beasts and villains. She lived for that kind of stuff.

“Can you show us?” the boy asked. “I wanna see Mara fight a d-dwagon.”

“Well, I don’t know about a dragon, but…”

Mara and I looked at each other and grinned before stepping back and unsheathing our weapons. Mara’s sword glittered in the sunlight, and mine seemed to swallow the light on its dark side, while the bright half shined radiantly. A few sailors looked on nervously as the fuzzy first mate, approached us angrily.

“Now, if you’re intending to rob us, I’ll let you know that we won’t allow it!”

I looked at my sword, now raised by my waist, and down at the first mate. His feline eyes bore into me, but I could tell he was putting on a show. None of the crew looked armed or particularly adept at fighting. I shook my head and laughed.

“We’re not gonna shanghai the boat, sir, we’re just providing some entertainment for the kids.”

He arched a furry brow and snarled. “I don’t know what shanghaiing is, but you can forget it!”

“FIVE SILVERS ON THE RED HEAD!” one sailor called out.

“I got ten on the blond human!”

The crew quickly abandoned their posts to see what all the hubbub was about and watched eagerly, making bets on who would win between me and Mara. The first mate huffed and turned around, muttering under his breath.

“Oy, Smither!” he shouted at a round, female orc wearing a heavy jacket. “Put a gold down on red!”

The cheering and jeering crowd gave us some room, while the top of the ship filled with onlookers. With most of the ship’s topside clear, Mara and I looked at one another and pointed our weapons. Slowly, we began to circle each other, ready for the other to make the first move. The parents of the two kids arrived, along with Kiersa and Uli. The mother seemed ready to pull them below deck, but Nemilla wrenched free and pushed to the front of the crowd.

“I wanna see Mara win!” she whined.

“C’mon, lass! Do him in!”

The crowd appeared to be fully behind Mara, while she stared at me plainly. Her face was neutral, and her eyes focused on my every move. She was already in her hunting mode, and I had the good fortune of being her prey.

“Let’s keep it at thirty percent,” I suggested. “Keep the crowd safe.”

Mara didn’t react to what I said and lunged forward with her sword. Taking two short steps back, Mara’s slash missed safely, but the cut of the air told me thirty percent wouldn’t satisfy her.

“Okay, how about forty?” I asked, shifting my blade slightly in both hands.

Swish! Swash!

Mara responded with two more short cuts in the air—one at my arm, the other toward my head. I blocked the first and sidestepped the second attack, ready for her follow-up. She’d already pushed me to the side of the ship, and I could dodge no longer. Mara’s blade was nowhere to be seen, and instincts had my arm slashing down.

Clang!

Our swords sparked for a moment as I slapped her underneath attack away and kicked forward to create some distance. Mara’s arms were already up to block, but it still had her sliding across the deck. The crowd whooped and hollered as a wave crashed against the side, spraying the deck with water. As the wave of water crashed over Mara, I charged.

Slashing forward, I aimed for her right arm, aiming for a glancing blow. But to my horror, my slice cut right through the falling water. My first reaction was that she’d not seen me, and I’d cut Mara in half. But to my relief and horror, she disappeared.

What!?

Turning around, I tried to find the red-haired vixen, but all I saw were excited onlookers and damp wood. But if I couldn’t see her, that meant she was where I wasn’t looking. My feet sensed the creaking wood before my ears heard it, and I jumped forward and rolled toward the crowd.

A faint slash of wind from Mara’s sword told me I’d guessed correctly, and I leapt to my feet, turning around. She was on me before I could parry, and Mara’s sword came down toward my neck. With no recourse, I switched from a two-hand grip to one as my left hand jutted out, grabbing Mara by the wrist. Her eyes widened, and she tried to wrench free, only for my sword to come up to her neck.

“Cheater!” Nemilla cried, to the crowd’s laughter.

Mara and I wrestled as she tried to out-maneuver me and slip out of my grip. The power advantage I had was countered by Mara’s ferocity. Unable to break my grip, Mara dodged backward, pulling me toward her, causing us to stumble for a moment to the side of the ship. Her fierce attitude returned, and in a surprising move, Mara reared back her fist.

Wham!

The crowd gasped as Mara cold-cocked me in the jaw, loosening my grip. Another punch followed up right behind it, nailing me in the same place, finally breaking my grip on her.

Splotches of light hit my vision, and my mind went fuzzy. My balance was off, and I couldn’t tell where I was. Mara would have her weapon soon, no doubt to finish me. I took a step back and felt something heavy at my waist. A weapon?

My legs didn’t stop, though, and I felt my body tip over as the sky came into view and my vision cleared. I didn’t know what was happening, but I did hear the crowd scream as Mara’s voice pierced my ears.

“Asher!”

“Huh?” Was all I could muster as I suddenly realized I was looking up at the sky. And I wasn’t on the ship anymore.

Splash!

I hit the water, and then I was sinking.


Chapter 4

“Are you insane!?” Kiersa shouted at Mara, pacing back and forth in the pseudo room we had built in the hull.

Kiersa’s eyes bulged from her skull while her teeth ground against one another before she continued her verbal assault. Kiersa had no intention of letting Mara defend herself, of course. Mara stood there, with her back rigid, taking Kiersa’s anger on the chin.

Somehow, despite being the one who had actually gotten knocked overboard, I felt partially guilty. Mara and I, as a rule, didn’t go full throttle when sparring. I tried not to use the Aura or any magic. And above all, we didn’t strike to hurt the other. When I kicked Mara back, I more or less pushed her backward, while two hard punches to the jaw from Mara went past the line and into ‘dirty fighting’ as far as they were concerned.

However, that’s also just part of fights. Sometimes the other side fights dirty.

“He lost all his gold, we’re without the letter from Sal, and if he hadn’t come to immediately, he could have drowned!”

“You’re right,” Mara said quietly, looking away from me or Kiersa. “I got swept up in the flow of things and messed up. I’m sorry, Kiersa. I wasn’t thinking.”

“You’re fucking right you weren’t!”

“Kiersa,” I said, gently stepping in and putting a hand on her shoulder. Kiersa’s wild blue eyes looked at me, almost daring me to say she’d taken things too far. “Thank you for always worrying about me.”

“Huh?” Kiersa blinked.

“That had to have been scary seeing me drop over the side of the ship like that. And I’m sorry that we took it too far and scared you like that.”

Kiersa’s head cocked to the side, and she shook it several times. “No! Asher, why are you apologizing. You’re the one who got knocked overboard.”

“And I’m the one that kicked Mara back at the start. I grabbed her instead of using our weapons like we’re supposed to during our sparring. I could easily have accidentally used the Aura for a power boost and accidentally sent Mara forty feet into the water. We got lucky this time. So…I’m sorry. And thank you.”

Kiersa looked ready to bite someone’s head off before her brows unknit and her scowl turned into a grimace—before she threw herself into my arms, hugging me tightly.

“Just…stop getting hurt, you dummy.” Kiersa turned to Mara and swallowed. “He’s right, I guess. It could’ve been you that got hurt. But…just both of you, please be more careful.”

Mara and I nodded, agreeing to keep that in mind in the future. Kiersa let go of me and headed back upstairs to take care of something, leaving Mara and me alone for a minute. Mara, like me, was soaked to the bone after throwing herself overboard to come and help me back to the side of the ship.

I was fine, obviously, but she thought I’d been knocked out from the two blows. Her face was red, and her eyes were bloodshot, thanks to a combination of the sea splashing against her and a few stifled tears once we got back on board.

Mara bit her lip for a moment before we both spoke at the same time.

“Sorry.”

“I’m sorry, Asher,” Mara pleaded. Her hands nervously fidgeted together while tears welled up again. “I really wasn’t thinking! And you shouldn’t be sorry. I know you just wanted to calm Kiersa down. It was stupid of me, and I just got excited. And the kids and…”

Mara hiccupped, about to cry when I almost tackled her with a hug.

“You don’t have to apologize to me, either, Mara,” I whispered, stroking her head. “I know you didn’t mean to hurt anyone. It’s okay. I’m okay!”

Mara gripped the extra tunic one of the sailors sold to me and let out a tiny weeping sound. I kissed Mara on the forehead as she tried her best not to fall apart in my arms.

“I’m sorry, Ash…!” she whimpered.

“It’s okay, Mara. I love you, and even if I don’t think you did anything wrong, you are forgiven.”

Mara looked at me, her eyes wide and her large red lips trembling. I’d said it so easily, and so naturally that it caught her off guard.

“I…I love you too, Asher. And I promise to not punch you off the side of a ship again.”

I smiled, tilting Mara’s head up by her chin and kissing her. I hadn’t used the word ‘love’ before the events in Bouldergulf, but when it came down to it, it was true. I loved Mara. I loved Uli. I loved Kiersa. And I still loved Giezha.

Mara decided to rest for a little bit, and I went up to the top deck to hopefully dry off. The crew were back to their regularly scheduled duties, and many of the other passengers were still up top as well. Perhaps the musty smell of the ship’s interior was too much. Or they were retelling the story of how I got my ass whipped by Mara, and they needed to pay up their lost bets.

Kiersa, however, was talking to Nemilla and Dimi, who were both crying while their very tired-looking parents tried to calm them down. Dimi clung to his mother’s leg, while Nemilla seemed to be so angry she was crying as she pointed a finger at Kiersa.

“You yelled at Mara!” Nemilla shouted, stomping her feet. “She won the fight fairs and squares!”

“Nemilla,” her mother admonished. “You don’t need to yell.”

“No,” Kiersa sighed. “You’re right. I got really scared, and I took it out on Mara. I’ll be sure to apologize later.”

“Is Asher okay?” Dimi asked.

“Sure am!” I jogged up to the others, waving. “We both got caught up in the fun we were having, but everything’s okay. Did you two have fun watching us?”

I knelt down to be eye-level with Nemilla, and at first her cheeks were puffed out in anger. However, the fierce look melted away into a shy smile, nodding at me. Dimi laughed, clapping his hands.

“You looked funny when you fell!”

“Dimi!” his father said loudly.

I laughed, assuring the man it was all right as the kids began to retell the story of what happened during the battle. Nemilla’s eyes lit up like candles while talking about how cool Mara looked fighting and chasing me across the ship’s deck. There were several references to things that definitely did not happen in the brief spar, but I suppose that’s kids for you.

Kiersa and I stayed a while, talking to the kids, telling them more stories of things we’d done. Bad guys we’d fought, treasures we’d found. By the end of it, Nemilla looked ready to set sail to Naled and join the Red Breakers herself. Hopefully her parents didn’t mind us filling the child’s head with too many adventures and glorious battles.

The parents and kids told us they had to go below deck for supper and prayers, leaving Kiersa and me on the deck. Her smile lingered for a bit, holding my hand and leaning on my shoulder as we watched the ship sailing through the thankfully still waters.

“I should apologize to Mara,” Kiersa whispered. “I did go overboard with her.”

“Well,” I murmured. “Technically I was the one who went overboard, but that’s not a bad idea.”

“You stop that!” Kiersa pouted indignantly at my hilarious pun. I laughed for a moment while Kiersa tried not to react to my joke before her eyes dimmed, and her hand loosened around mine.

I responded by holding her tighter and pulling her close.

“She knows it’s because you care,” I said. “Things were a bit…edgy. And you were worried.”

“I was.”

“And she knows that.”

“I know. I just…I feel so helpless whenever something like that happens to you. Like I can’t protect you. I want to protect you, Asher. But I’m not a fighter like Mara. A tactician like Uli. Or a giant powerhouse that makes things explode like Giezha.”

I caught the anger rising in her voice and pulled apart from Kiersa, looking at her seriously.

“You are an incredible woman that has kept us going at the worst of times. None of us can heal like you. None of us can cast protective spells like you. I can barely make shields! You are your own person, Kiersa. And I love that about you. I love you for you.”

Kiersa’s lip trembled for a moment while her eyes glimmered in the sunlight. Gods, Kiersa was beautiful. Especially the way the breeze picked up her long copper and silver locks, waving like in The Birth of Venus. Kiersa leaned up to me, kissing me for a long while as her fluttered breath lifted my heart.

Later that night, Uli and I were challenged yet again to a round of games and cards by the crewmen. It looked like half the ship was bound and determined to get the gold, silver, and hats back from us.

“This time, we’ll split into tables and do one big lot at the end with the winners!” a portly goblin announced. “Dice in the first table. Cards in the second! After that, we’ll combine anybody not eliminated.”

“Hoooo!” the crew cheered, as music began to play, dice began to rattle, and copious amounts of food and drink came round. It was the final night before we’d hit dry land, so the whole ship was in a festive mood.

I was about to say I didn’t have any money to play with when Uli produced the coins for me to buy in. I kept my bets small and tried to last more than the first few hands of liar’s dice. Normally, I’d call myself a terrible liar, but I realized if I just didn’t ever lie, people would call me a liar and lose their money. Whether I could keep track of all the dice was another story.

The next round came to me, when I saw a small white and copper spotted cat running down the stairs with a bag of coins in his mouth. Copper.

Each of the tables had a pouch of coins at the center where everyone had placed their betting pots for the next round in case someone bowed out. And one table was missing its coins. With a sigh, the round of betting came to me.

“I’ll be right back,” I said, putting the cup over my dice. The men scowled and demanded I either bet or give up my coins.

“Make your play, damn it!”

I rolled my eyes and looked around at the table. “Fine. I bet there’s thirteen fours on the table. I’ll go all in on the next round and say fourteen sixes. Happy?”

With that, I left the table to go get those ungrateful bastards their money back from my dragon. I was down a bit anyway, so why not just go all in and finish up? Copper was digging through the coins with his head in the bag, snorting and huffing like a feline overdosing on catnip at the bottom of the stairs.

Stepping carefully, I gently crept toward him before lunging down and grabbing Copper by the scruff. He let out a hiss as I pulled him up from the coin pouch before realizing it was me.

“Prrbt?” he tried to ask coyly.

“Don’t you try that!” I whispered, pointing a finger at him. “We don’t steal from people unless I say so!”

I was ready to admonish the clearly unsorry cat/dragon before I heard two voices from the hull. It was Giezha and Mara. Mara sounded like she’d just got done crying, while Giezha’s normally quiet and flat intonation was sweeter and gentle.

“I can’t believe I acted like that…” Mara hiccupped. “I wasn’t even thinking, and Asher could’ve gotten seriously hurt!”

“Mara, you weren’t trying to hurt him. And you know he knows that. Asher’s…Asher. He’s not going to hold it against you.”

“Kiersa might.”

I was right at the edge of the threshold, hiding around the corner as Giezha considered Mara’s words.

“I don’t think she will. Kiersa’s a worrier. But she’s also the kindest person either of us has ever met. She knows who you are, and she’s got a big heart. She’ll come around.”

There was a long pause, and I peeked around the corner. Mara was holding Giezha in a tight hug, while Giezha patted her back.

“I’ve not been good to you, Giezha. You don’t deserve so much getting thrown at you. I’m…I’m really, really sorry.”

Giezha laughed a soft, sad laugh, holding Mara tight.

“You’re protective too. And I’m sorry. For not including you all. For trying to do everything on my own. For…for hurting Asher. Hurting you all. I hope you can forgive me.”

This time Mara laughed as they broke the hug. “Well, at least when you did it, you were trying to save us from your dad. I straight up sucker punched him because I thought I was gonna lose in front of Nemilla!”

The two of them laughed, and I smiled to myself before walking upstairs with the stolen coins in tow. That conversation was for them, and I didn’t want to interrupt. I walked back into the room and lifted the coin pouch in the air.

“Anyone missing their betting pot?” I called out. “Feel free to count it; some rat got a hold of it and was gnawing through the side.” A table looked relieved to have their money back, and I tossed the coins to them before returning to my table. “All right, am I knocked out yet?”

The sailors glowered at me, and I looked at their dice, which showed two or three sixes on top each. My cup still sat on top of my dice, meaning they’d waited for me to come back. Or they knew what was underneath. With a shrug, I pulled the cup off my dice and began to laugh hysterically at the five sixes beneath.

Okay. Maybe my luck wasn’t always terrible.

The next day we finally made it to dry land and found a ride on a trader’s set of carts traveling from the harbor out west, through the foothills and Ineska. The map Salvatore gave me was old, and the roads had apparently changed. While hopping on a wagon would be slower, at least we’d know we were headed in the right direction.

“Ineska, eh?” The merchant laughed. “Famous up in these mountains especially for travelers. Hope you’re ready to spend some coin once you get there!”

Luckily, I’d won a healthy share of coins thanks to a lucky few hands in the poker games. Though Kiersa actually wound up winning the pot, much to Uli’s chagrin.

The traders allowed us to hop into the back cart in exchange for a few silvers each and the promise to take care of any potential ne’er-do-wells along the way. Sometimes having a sword at your side was a great way to catch a ride to where you need to go.

Wait, that came out wrong…

“Achoo!” Mara sneezed, nearly bumping her head on the roof of the cart. Mara shivered, rubbing her arms together while her teeth chattered. “I thought w-we left the frozen tundra junk in B-bouldergulf!”

The five of us huddled together for warmth as the trip up the mountains turned into a frosty ascent. I was so used to the pleasant and mild temperatures in Naled, I forgot to pack any cold weather clothing, much to my chagrin.

Poor Uli had gotten the worst of the cold weather, wearing nothing but her purple cut off top and flowing blue skirt, complete with dangling coins around the hip. “D-didn’t you think of the climate before we left, As-asshhh?”

“No, I didn’t,” I grunted, before pulling her onto my lap and hugging her for warmth. “Now hopefully Doric can provide some furs for us.”

Before the weather got dangerously cold, Doric took pity on us and offered to sell fur cloaks to us at only a one hundred-fifty percent markup. The human trader apologized for not having anything large enough for Giezha, but she politely bowed to the man and shook her head.

“I am used to colder weather for longer periods. But thank you, Mr. Doric.”

“Thank you all for the coin!” He laughed, hitching the horses to their post. “It can get mighty hard to find a customer between towns. Now, I’ll be sure to buy new supplies when we get to Ineska!”

Having gotten a late start to the day, we had to choose between traveling through the cold of the night or making camp and setting up some fires. Uli, Kiersa, and Mara helped set everything up, while Giezha and I went to fetch some water.

Frost clung to the exposed bark, and our feet crunched against the dormant grasses, listening for the water and following tracks.

“Scraaa!” Copper called, appearing from behind as a tiny dragon, no larger than a falcon. A puff of hot fire escaped his nostrils as he chuffed, looking down at us from a branch.

“Go see if there’s water that way,” Giezha directed, pointing deeper into the forest.

Copper bobbed his head several times before flying off. A tiny fire rotated around Giezha’s staff, providing a warm radius for me, which I deeply appreciated. She looked at me and smirked before shaking her head.

“I can’t believe that our group has an actual dragon now.”

“Yeah,” I said, smiling as Copper excitedly flew through the trees. “He’s awesome.”

Eventually, Copper led us to a foggy patch of forest that suddenly made the furs I wore feel downright steamy. I began to sweat as we walked through the suddenly very soft ground, and Copper fluttered around, screeching and calling for us. A large line of steam rose from the ground as the sounds of rushing water tickled the ears.

“Gawoooo!” Copper whooped, flying through the steamy trench and splashing into the water.

Following a well-worn trench in the ground, Giezha and I saw a heavy stream of water with steam pouring from its top. At this range, my clothes clung to me desperately, while I was ready to toss the fur on the ground.

Were it not for a few rocks at the bottom creating turbulence, the water would have looked completely transparent. It was so perfectly clear that you’d think it was glass. An errant leaf floated along the stream before disappearing down the mountain from view.

Giezha dipped her hand in the stream and closed her eyes, letting out a sigh of relief.

“That’s wonderful…” she cooed. “Asher, help me fill these buckets. It should stay hot long enough to not freeze before we return.”

We filled four large wooden buckets with hot water before lifting the heavy loads and getting ready to return. The buckets were heavy as hell with the water in them, and I realized I’d have to step carefully or risk losing it in one fell swoop. Giezha, meanwhile, carried them like it was nothing. Of course, when you could bench press your four companions at once, carrying over a hundred pounds of water was nothing.

“Asher,” Giezha said quietly as we began to haul the water. “How have you been, since…everything?”

“Hm?” I grunted, trying not to look like I’d shirked any training.

Giezha and I normally trained our muscles and magic every day, but she’d been doing so alone for a while. I promised myself I’d stay on my regimen, but things had…slipped. Giezha looked at me, waiting for an answer, and I realized she didn’t mean my training. She was asking how I was doing.

I put down the buckets on flat land for a second to adjust my grip and answer her. It was hard to say, really, how I was. I thought I was fine…right?

“Struggling, I guess,” I admitted, finally. “Struggling to adjust to how everyone’s been acting. Struggling to not play favorites or cause problems.”

“I appreciate you trying to defend me from Mara and Kiersa earlier. I know it didn’t result how you wanted, but…it means a lot to me.”

Giezha rarely sounded so vulnerable, proud of her strength, and rare to drop it. Even so, she’d recently gone from quiet to meek. And I hated how powerless it seemed she felt. Giezha put the buckets down as well, and I held her hands, looking up at those big, beautiful silver eyes.

“I love you, Giezha. I meant it the first time I said it. And I mean it now. I love you so damn much. I’m sorry that I haven’t done a good job protecting you. Helping everyone move past all of this. But…above all, I’m sorry that I’ve been avoiding you and making you feel isolated in my own way.”

Giezha’s cheeks burned, and her head tilted down, hiding her face with the brim of her large witch’s hat.

“How, after everything that has happened, can you apologize to me, Asher? I betrayed your trust. Everyone’s trust! And yet, you tell me you’re sorry for avoiding me?”

“Giezha,” I sighed, gently tugging at her hands, and kissing her knuckles. “You meant well. End of story. Everything is okay with us, as far as I’m concerned. Let’s just…work on helping the others too.”

Giezha nodded with a sniffle. “I’ve had the chance to talk things over with Uli and Mara. Uli admitted she’d been harsh with me. Also, I hate to call what happened to you and Mara during your sparring fortuitous, but Mara and I have…made progress.”

“Good!” I laughed. “Tell me if you need me to have Kiersa knock me out of a tree or something, and I’ll get climbing.”

Giezha laughed softly as we both picked up the barrels to get going. However, as she bent down to pick up the barrels off the ground, I caught her and wrapped my arms around her neck, kissing her passionately. She stiffened at first, before sighing breathily and pulling me in a tight hug, picking me up off the ground. Our lips begged not to part, but finally we released the kiss, and Giezha put me back on the ground.

“You are one of a kind, Asher Merrick,” she whispered, running her hands through my hair.

“You got that right!”


Chapter 5

The tents were almost completely set up by the time we returned—several tents combined into one larger circular tent, along with a two-for-one triangular tent next to it. The best way to fight the cold weather would be to combine our resources into a single tent or two, to maximize comfort and our shared body heat regulating the temps as well.

Theoretically, we could stay in the wagons and cover them with the tent fabric, but it’d be so cramped that sleeping comfortably would be impossible. So instead, we braved the weather and prayed for no giant winds to throw our stakes into the air.

Doric thanked us for the large buckets of water, which we split into cooking and drinking water. Kiersa, thankfully, had a few firestones on her, which she tossed on the ground to help combat the cold. The amber stones glowed with an orange hue that pulsed and flickered like suspended fire, heating the area around it and providing a warm, pleasant light.

“Can you top this off, Giezha?” Uli asked, handing her a dim stone that had hardly any fire left inside.

Giezha produced a puff of flame from her staff and shot the flames into the stone on the ground. The fire sucked into the stones like a vacuum before brightly burning and producing waves of pleasant heat. We all sighed contentedly from the stones’ properties, relaxing in the now spring-like meadow.

Doric shook his head and put a pot of water on to boil along with several hunks of meat and root vegetables. A hearty stew would be our reward for helping make the camp more comfortable. The few assistants he’d brought with him decided to stay in the cart they drove us in and bundled up. Of course, when you’re a gnome, it’s easier to find a comfortable spot.

“This water’s amazing,” Kiersa said, taking a heavy gulp from a pewter cup. “It’s so fresh and clean. And it’s…warm? But you just brought it!”

I smiled, digging a few more cups out from my pack, and handed them to Giezha and Mara. We all took in a scoop from a bucket, and by golly, Kiersa was right. It was so refreshing and light, while still having some kind of…something to it. It didn’t taste like anything. It was more like it tasted natural. And it was true, the water had retained much of its warmth, which gave a pleasant sensation on the way down.

“‘Course it’s warm!” Doric chuckled, petting the underside of a large shaggy dog that he kept up front with him while driving the cart. “Springs all up and down Kianai. They say there was a volcano that erupted thousands of years ago before the spirits of the foothills calmed the mountains down. The springs are the lands’ tears of regret, warming the hearts of inhabitants and promising to protect them in times of need.”

“That’s lovely.” Mara smiled, sipping from the cup again. “Are the people good to the land?”

“Oh, aye.” Doric nodded. “Despite the cold sticking to the mountain like stink on pigs, the people say it’s a blessin’ from Murinabba. The cold keeps any troublemakers away, while the springs keep the local folk warm. Not a bad way of livin’, if you ask me.”

We nodded, and I could see the girls getting excited about where we were headed. Of course, I knew about all this thanks to my briefing with Salvatore. But I didn’t want the girls to have all the surprises ruined. So, I changed the subject, asking Doric about his trading, and we all settled into a comfortable dinner and evening.

Eventually, we all filtered into our tents for the evening, excited to finally make it to Ineska tomorrow. Kiersa and Uli decided to take the double tent, hoarding most of the firestones. Their argument being they were the two smallest and most affected by the cold. That, and they probably didn’t want to deal with Mara and my snoring, since Giezha slept with a silencing circle on at the start of the night by default.

The inside of the tent had a pair of floating candles that glowed with magic lights. Our bedrolls all lay near the center of the cobbled-together tent, with a modest smattering of firestones for warmth—though warmth would be generous. More like a slightly unpleasant coolness.

I peeled off my clothes and switched to a loose robe before lying down in my bedroll. While I missed my t-shirt and sweats from Earth, I couldn’t deny the comfort of a nice loose garment to throw on with a fabric belt in the front.

Giezha and Mara did the same, except Giezha slept completely nude, unwrapping her chest and letting her extremely bountiful chest finally relax. She was a marvel to behold up close as she stretched out, unabashedly. Her muscles were powerful and well-defined, especially her core and powerful thighs. She had a small streak of black hair near her pubis, which was now on full display as she lay down, putting her arms behind her head and looking up at the top of the tent.

Her staff stood up completely still while her hat was hung on its end. Without speaking, Giezha grabbed the bottom of the staff, and a small transparent wave appeared from the staff tip, growing out in a sphere before enveloping the area. The howling winds from outside dimmed, and the sounds of Copper’s bird form happily singing and chirping through the incoming storm faded away. He’d happily explore the night away only to hop into my pack by dawn and snooze the morning and afternoon away.

Mara tucked herself into her bedroll and sighed before rolling to look at me. Her eyes shined with excitement, and curiously, her cheeks were slightly red. We hadn’t had anything to drink, and even so, Mara was in pretty good spirits. However, before I could actually get under the covered portion of my bedroll, I suddenly felt a hand on my chest. A large, gray hand, followed by the soft crinkling of grass beneath.

“Asher,” Giezha whispered, huskily. “Mara and I had a little discussion the other night.”

A wonderful feeling crept up through me as Giezha’s breasts brushed up and squished against my shoulders and the side of my face as she cradled my head with her body. Blood immediately began to rush down my body.

“We know you heard part of it,” Giezha continued. “But you didn’t hear the last bit…” She kissed me passionately, and our tongues poked and prodded for one another.

I tried to lean up, but Giezha’s hand pushed me back down with ease. She whispered into my ear before kissing my neck.

“Stay right there,” she commanded.

Giezha’s lips and tongue trailed down my neck before pulling the sides of my robe apart and untying the loop of my belt. She stopped when she was face to face with my fully erect cock, staring at it lustfully.

“That’s better,” Giezha whispered before looking up at me. She took a long, purposeful look at me before letting out her tongue and slowly licking it from the base to tip.

“Ahhh…” A drawn-out sigh escaped me while Giezha readjusted herself, kneeling between my legs and standing on her hands and knees.

“Now, you’re going to stay there, Asher,” Giezha said matter-of-factly. “I’m going to take care of you this evening and make sure you’re plenty ready for tomorrow. And I’ll let Mara join in later. If she doesn’t interrupt.”

We both glanced at Mara, who was still bundled up, rocking back and forth slightly under her covers. She let out a tiny gasp, and I realized she was already touching herself as she watched Giezha and me.

With no objections from me or Mara, Giezha pulled out a small orange bottle with a cork stopper. A sweet-smelling oil poured from the bottle into Giezha’s hands before she began to rub them together and then onto her breasts. I blinked several times as an evil, lustful grin appeared on Giezha’s face. Her chest shined in the low light for a moment before she knelt down in front of me, positioning each of her large breasts to wrap around the entirety of my member.

Instantly, a warm, tingling sensation raced from the tip of my erection down to the base. My cock stiffened even harder, causing Giezha to let out a chuckle and kiss the tip poking from the top of her breasts.

Giezha had used oils and elixirs like this on me before. They had effects like reducing my refractory period, increasing my stamina, or even just making it feel better. My body felt like it’d been charged up by pure electricity as Giezha began to pump her breasts up and down around my cock.

“Fuck…” I whispered.

“Is that so?” Giuezha teased, squeezing and massaging each breast asynchronously. “I never knew you would like something like this so much…”

My hips began to buck, fucking Giezha’s tits as she continued her long, purposeful strokes, occasionally licking the tip when it appeared.

“H-how couldn’t I?” I gasped.

Giezha didn’t say anything, instead choosing to laugh before picking up the pace. She continued to squeeze and push into the sides of my throbbing cock, while swirling her tongue around the head.

The bliss of Giezha’s breasts mixed with the extra sensation from the oil she used was a lethal combination, and I found myself completely at her mercy. Every stroke from her breasts, flicker from her tongue, and whispered command was enough to blur my vision.

“I can feel him pulsing, Mara,” Giezha teased as I was about ready to bust. Mara moaned as her covers were now off, furiously masturbating to the scene of me fucking Giezha’s tits. “After I ride him, would you like a go?”

“Yes!” Mara squealed. “Gods, yes.”

“Well, Asher?” Giezha said, giving me a sultry look. “Are you going to cum for me? I’d love to see if your training has improved your stamina.”

“I—gahh!”

Right as I started to cum, Giezha opened her mouth, swallowing the head of my cock. The first spurt went to the back of her throat, and Giezha let out a satisfied noise before leaning forward and pushing the length of my cock down her throat.

“Shhit!” I could barely speak when Giezha sank down to the base of my shaft, bobbing her head up and down as I spurted down her throat. She refused to relent, fingering herself as I exploded in ecstasy.

I barely registered Mara’s own horny commentary as I thought I was about to go blind from the power of the orgasm. Giezha continued sucking me off, long after the last drops had coated her throat. Her own moans vibrated her lips, overstimulating my still-erect cock.

“G-Giezha!” I stammered. “Stop! I—”

Giezha finally let go and came up panting as she wiped the side of her mouth. She had a wild, hungry look in her eyes and immediately knelt down, lining up my cock with her pussy. Her abs contracted, and her hand was shaking with excitement as she played with the head, teasing her clit with the end of my erection.

Whatever magic that oil had infused in me certainly did something, as the hunger to feel Giezha wrapped around me overtook any sensation of overstimulation. My hands gripped her powerful thighs and firm buttocks, threatening to pull her down. Her eyes snapped to mine, as if daring me while the head pushed against her soft entrance.

At the same time, I pulled Giezha down onto my cock while she pushed herself to the base. She threw her head back for a moment, seeming to revel in the feeling as she swayed her hips back and forth.

“Yes!” Giezha cried, unburdened by noise thanks to the silencing circle. “Oh Gods, Asher. I love this cock.”

Giezha splayed her legs out while riding from her knees, bouncing up and down, giving me a full view of her gorgeous body and her wet pussy taking my entire length. I began to move my own hips, thrusting into her, matching her rhythm. She rode me much the same way she’d pleasured me with her breasts.

Long, hard strokes, sliding nearly to the tip before slamming back down. All the while, her insides squeezed and rolled, using the muscles of her pussy to try and draw everything from me, like some wild exercise.

“Asher!” Giezha whimpered. “I’m close! Give it to me! I want your everything!”

The way she said that triggered something deep inside of me. The pleading in her voice, the desperation in her words. She wanted me. She needed me. And when your stunning, wonderful girlfriend is asking for something, you damn well better give it to her.

“Giezha!”

With a surge of power, I lifted Giezha with my hips and began to thrust into her with renewed power. Her body shook with pleasure, and she threw her ass down onto my cock, cumming before I could join. Her hands gripped the ground, clawing into the dirt as her head hung down while her breasts pushed against my face, nearly smothering me.

“Oh yes, Asher! I love it when you fuck me like this! More!”

I let out a noise halfway between growling and grunting as I laid into Giezha. She lifted herself off my front, letting me watch her chest bounce and her hair continue to fly freely. Her pussy teased and toyed with me as Giezha continued rolling her muscles, begging for me to cum with her.

“I-I’m close,” I gasped, earning an excited whimper from Mara.

“Asher! I want you so bad…please, cum with me!”

As if to make any other alternative impossible, Giezha’s pussy gripped me tighter as she began to orgasm, slamming down and grinding on me. She had me locked in tight, but that still didn’t stop me from thrusting as deep as possible as my second orgasm came at me like a freight train.

We called out each other’s names as our mutual bliss melded into each other. She rocked her hips back and forth, trying to press me deeper into her, while I continued in half-thrusts, pushing back inside.

We lay there for a second as she collapsed on top of me, panting from the exertion and power of the two orgasms. Giezha twitched and gasped at intervals, riding the high of her own orgasm, lazily grinding the last of my cum out. Slowly, she rolled off me, and my cock pulled out before I rolled to my side, kissing my amazon beauty.

“Well…” she whispered, cupping my face in her hands. “I’d say your stamina certainly has gone up.”

“I’ll say…” I said, looking down at my still hard member. Normally, I was good for one or two rounds. But with whatever concoction Giezha had found, I felt in my very core that I was still ready to go.

A quiet voice appeared from behind us causing Giezha and me to turn and look. “Um…”

Mara was still at her bedroll, and her face and pussy were both red. She was panting heavily and looking at me in pure desperation. She’d lay there and watched the whole time, masturbating to the scene of Giezha and me fucking like animals.

“I-I want you, Asher.” Mara whispered, keeping her eyes on me. “I want you to ravish me.”

“Well?” Giezha whispered into my ear. “You heard her, Asher. And she’s been waiting for you for so long.”

Giezha followed that up with a firm slap on my ass, and I got up half-expecting steam to be coming from my nose. Mara’s eyes flitted up and down, from my face, down to the erection that refused to go down as I crossed the tent.

Kneeling down, I pulled Mara in for a deep, deep kiss as we both fell to her mat, entangling our arms and sitting Mara on my lap. I could feel how wet and needy she was already while she stroked me. Her gentle hands glided from end to end, opening her legs around my hips to accept me.

“Asher,” Mara whispered, pushing the head against her mound.

“Mara.”

“Give it to me.”

With a single push, I entered her easily. Her mouth opened, and she let out a gasping breath. Slowly, I pulled her closer and pushed in deeper. Mara sat there for a moment, holding me by the shoulders and legs around my hips as she slowly began to rock back and forth.

Mara and I kissed, whispering and grinding our melded bodies together. She was so gorgeous in the low light and feeling her body shake and shudder with every thrust was addicting.

“I love it,” Mara whispered as kissed up and down her neck. “More, Asher. More!”

I could feel her heart racing against mine, and her movements became faster, hungrier. She wanted more, and so did I.

“Mara,” I whispered, looking up at her. “Hold tight.”

“What do you—oh!”

With a single move, I flipped Mara over onto the bedroll, careful not to slam her down. Her hair went everywhere. Her eyes were wide, and she had a half-cocked smile—somewhere between excitement and surprise.

Following her wishes, I began to thrust into her with long, powerful strokes. She let out a yelp, wrapping her arms around my back as I began to fuck her like a rabid beast. Despite being so overwhelmingly tight, Mara’s wet, needy pussy greedily took my cock with every thrust.

Her chest pressed against mine, and we kissed sloppily and recklessly as I fucked her. The friction of our bodies stimulated her clit, while my knees lifted her ass slightly into the air. Her legs hung limply, powerless as I drove into her at breakneck speed.

Mara’s body shook violently with pleasure as she barreled to orgasm. “Asher!” she cried. “I’m cumming!”

Despite having cum so recently myself, I knew I wouldn’t last much longer. I looked Mara in the eyes, feeling the sweat from my back and the feeling of her body on mine. We both knew what was happening, and rather than say another word, we kissed, wholly and passionately.

Her tongue wrapped around mine as we devolved into one, fucking and rutting like animals. I didn’t warn Mara, I didn’t slow down, I simply continued as I felt my body tighten and my cock throb inside of her. She came on me hard, and as I let out a loud groan, she refused to let me go while I orgasmed deep into Mara, shooting inside with every thrust.

Mara’s nails dug into me while she squealed into my ear. After several long, shuddering thrusts long after the orgasm had waned, I finally slowed. Mara and I broke from the kiss, pink faces and ragged breaths. I felt where Mara had marked my back and sat upright, looking around.

I’d almost forgotten where I was, while Mara looked up at me bleary-eyed and spent. She smiled at me, giggling and twitchy.

“Now I get it,” Giezha said after a long pause. My head snapped over to Giezha’s side of the tent. She was lying on her side, with her head in her hand. “Honestly, I am able to see what Mara’s into.”


Chapter 6

We awoke the next morning, perhaps a bit later than Uli would have liked, but earlier than Mara could muster. She dozed in the cart as we finished the last leg of the journey through the winding road, now slick with ice. Occasionally, Giezha or I would hop out to clear large patches of ice with basic flame spells. It was a great way to warm up and get some practice in. Now that’s what I call productive.

As the cart rolled through the winding road, slowly ascending the mountainous range, I noticed how damn foggy it got. At first, the misty air was nothing more than a minor haze that drowned out your vision downrange. But before I knew it, we could barely see past a hundred feet. I took enough drives through the mountains in eastern Kentucky to know how dangerous a winding, slick road with poor visibility was. But perhaps more terrifying was how confidently Doric steered his horse through the fog.

“Y’alright back there?” He laughed as I peered over the side of the cart, seeing a downright precipitous fall awaiting one misstep from the horses. “Be there soon! The fog’s a great marker for how close you get to Ineska.”

“Great…” Kiersa mumbled, obviously sick to her stomach at the sight of treetops below us on the road. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to pray to Ihena that we make it one piece.”

After a few stomach-churning hours, the cart finally came to a stop. I heard Doric hop out from the front, and I sat upright, stretching my compressed joints. My back popped like a zipper as I twisted side to side before jumping out and looking around. However, instead of a bustling town tucked away in a valley I found…more mountains.

“Little help, lad?” Doric grunted, pulling a heavy pack from the front cart. “Can’t cross with a full load.”

“Cross?” I asked, before looking behind him. “Oh.”

Just like the cavernous falls off the road on the way, the cart was in front of a large, wooden bridge hanging over a drop that had the treetops below looking like pinheads. I audibly gulped before looking back at the horses and the linked carts. Doric laughed and gestured for me to help him pull things off the cart.

“I’m going through, so I’ll need to get the whole cart over, which means lugging it all on foot before putting it back on the other side.”

“Will the horses be okay?” I asked, grabbing a heavy sack of metal pots and nearly crushing my foot as I dropped it.

“Aye, they’re used to the journey. Especially when I do this to them!” Doric turned around and snapped his fingers, causing a blue gemstone ring to glow. As he did, the horses shrank by half, slipping out of their halters. Doric breathed heavily, nearly falling on his ass before I caught him.

He coughed several times before steadying himself.

“Thanks lad. Not trained in magic, but I can get my horses over any bridge! Better a weak evening than a week lost trying to go around.”

Giezha and the others hopped out to help Doric unpack the carts and carry everything over the bridge one-by-one. We were careful not to overload the bridge, only letting two go on at a time. Despite its shabby appearance, the bridge felt solid as stone underfoot. However, the fear of falling put a little extra in my giddy-up. Eventually, we managed to get the contents, horses, and carts over, much to Doric’s relief.

From there, we left Doric to get his animals back to normal size and went ahead into town. While we walked along the frosty road, our first signs of Ineska began to appear. Not by sight, but by sound.

“It’s lovely,” Kiersa said, perking her ears.

Drums and flutes played from off in the distance, twisting and twirling around each other. It was joyful and upbeat, with several stringed instruments appearing behind it. The sounds pierced through the wind and fog like a knife, echoing through the woods.

The further we walked up the hill, the louder the sound became, until…

“Oh, wow!” Mara whispered.

Standing atop the hilly road, we looked down into a valley covered in trees. The music playing from beneath rose up and almost lifted me off my feet to carry me toward Ineska. Nestled around the road was a dense collection of wooden and stone houses with tall, curved roofs. Dots of orange and red firestone lights filled the gaps of the buildings, turning Ineska into a sea of warm, radiant light against the snow-capped trees and range all around.

The town was minuscule compared to the city of Naled, with the single road we walked down splitting off into four before meandering into a tight collection of buildings. Excitement filled our chests as we raced down to the town, elated to have finally arrived.

Copper let out an excited hoot before flying out toward town.

“Copper!” I hissed. “Owl! Or squirrel!”

“Or something!” Giezha shouted.

Copper had gotten so excited about our destination he forgot to transform. Luckily, he fixed his mistake and became a snow owl before flying down onto the roofs.

The closer we got to the town’s proper beginning, the more the temperature shifted, becoming warmer and more comfortable. By the time the dirt road became stone and we passed Ineska’s first house, I was downright sweltering in my coat.

People walked around the streets wearing light, colorful robes with patterns ranging from simple stripes and dots to extravagant details of flower petals and shimmering landscapes. The locals all wore excited and jubilant expressions, talking and laughing among each other. A few saw us and waved, welcoming us to their town.

We waved back and continued our walk into the center of town. Stalls lined the sides of the road with people walking from one to the other. The firestones were strung up and hanging from building to building, bathing the streets in warm light. Steaming food, laughing children, and people running booths of games filled with tiny prizes.

“I get the fish!” a little girl squealed, pulling up a small net made of paper with a blue and white fish out of a water pool. A moment later, the paper ripped, and the fish flopped down into the water.

Sploosh!

The child squealed excitedly as the water splashed her and begged her mother for another chance to play. The man running the booth grabbed a toy from behind his counter and gave the girl a blue wooden lotus flower.

“Here you go, little one.”

“So, where are we headed?” Mara asked, looking around.

* * *

It took a little bit of wandering, but we eventually found our new base of operations. The Ineska Inn and Springs was just on the outskirts of the small town, butting up against a snowy hill that rose up, connecting with the mountains. The inn was large, with two wings separated by the large, central pillar containing the entrance at the top of a stone staircase.

Inside the parlor we were met with comfortable temperatures and slightly humid air. The walls and floors were made from rich, dark wood, and an orc woman wore brilliant red and gold robes with peacocks embroidered on the left and right side.

“Welcome to the Ineska Inn and Springs!” The orcish woman beamed across a long wooden counter. “Murinabba’s blessings to you all. My assistant will grab your bags for you.”

A young male orc rushed from the hallway to my right and stood in front of us, saluting with his hand by his head.

“We welcome you to the Ineska Inn and Springs!” the boy said with a crack in his voice. “Are you here for the Lotus Festival?”

“Festival?” Uli and Kiersa asked, simultaneously.

“Indeed!” said the woman from behind the table. “The mountain lotus was gifted to Ineska by Her Grace, Murinabba, a thousand or so years ago. A great, beautiful, Golden Lotus brought to us by the Lady’s fox as a gift.”

Everyone’s ears perked up, and Uli looked at me pointedly. “Oh, really?”

“Indeed! Alas, it’s not been seen in a hundred or more years. So, now we use the festival as a way to spread cheer and show our thankfulness to have ever had the gift.”

“But the lotus coming back would be great too!” the boy chimed in. “By a great hero who finds the lotus, deep in the—”

“Oh hush, Solias!”

While the girls were puzzled about where we came into the job, I simply smiled as we were taken down the hallway by the woman and her assistant. The inn seemed mostly empty, save for the owner and staff. Occasionally, we would see an open door to a room, showing off the impressive snowfall on the ground, covered in a heavy mist. The innkeeper finally brought us to a door at the end of the hall.

The door’s handle was made of dark gray stone and a lattice of wood and paper trading off in long, diagonal pieces, which filtered the light before sliding open. Once it opened all the way, the girls’ attention was quickly taken from the Golden Lotus to the room’s interior.

“This is our room?” Giezha asked in awe. “Far cry from a room with a bed.”

Stepping into the room, we were greeted by a large central area with a wooden floor that sank slightly with each step. It wasn’t unlike rotted wood but still felt completely sturdy. A large sliding door took up the entirety of the opposite wall, while several large rooms went off to the sides.

“It’s amazing!” Mara whispered. “There’s so much room, and it’s cozy!”

Uli walked over to the large sliding door and pulled it open. At first, I worried a blast of cold air would come in, but instead, we only found nice, hot steam.

Fssshhh!

Mara nearly did a backflip when she saw what was on the other side. Large wooden poles and pine tree branches walled off a large stone patio that sank into a pool of steaming hot water that gently bubbled from the center. Large, fluffy towels sat on stones waiting for anyone coming out.

“And a private spring!?” Kiersa asked longingly.

“Aye!” the innkeeper said proudly. “Mr. Yaxel paid a premium for this room. Must’ve really got on his good side, aye?”

“We hope you enjoy your stay!” the boy squeaked. “Breakfast will be available in the morning at you request! And we can have supper ready soon too. Tonight’s will be winter noodles with goat, whisper vine, and a spicy oil sauce.”

Mara’s eyes grew to the size of dinner plates as the woman left, and she looked at me hopefully.

“We don’t have to leave to start searching for the lotus immediately, right?”

Kiersa, Giezha, and Uli joined Mara staring at me while Copper’s hooting owl form appeared from outside. His pure white feathers nearly disappeared against the snowy treetops, but the bright orange eyes betrayed his position. Before I answered, I took off the top of my armor and gently placed my sword on the table at the center of the room before stretching my arms, back, and shoulders.

“Well…” I grunted, savoring the opportunity to tease the girls. “About that.”

“What is going on, Asher!?” Uli demanded, punctuating with a stomp of her feet. “You’ve been playing coy with what’s going on, and that shit-eating-grin is making me crazy!”

Uli balled her fists and repeatedly tapped me on the chest with them, while her cheeks burned bright red. Mara and Kiersa both silently laughed at the situation, while Giezha had the same silent shock as me on her face.

“Asher!” Uli pouted.

“Okay!” I relented, chuckling and grasping Uli’s hands. She pouted even harder at first but seemed to relax. “Okay. The truth is…our mission isn’t to find a lost Golden Lotus.”

“We’re not?”

I shook my head and heaved a big heavy sigh. “No. Sal sent us on this mission. But the mission isn’t a treasure hunt. Or a monster in the mountains we need to hunt. The reason Sal made me the leader for the mission was because all he wants us to do…is relax.”

Uli’s hands slumped in my own, while the others seemed just as shocked. “We’re on vacation guys! Sal knew the only way to get us away from work was to pay us to go somewhere really fun and really relaxing.”

Nobody said anything at first, and Uli’s grip on me tightened. Her eyes were like slits, heightening my sense of danger. However, before I could react, Uli gripped me in a tight hug.

“Thank you,” she said, burying her face in my chest. “We needed this.”

“Woo!” Mara cheered. “Time for a holiday!”

Giezha and Kiersa quickly took off their armor and slipped into more comfortable clothes as we settled in for a triumphant bout of relaxation. The journey may have been long, but it was going to be worth it. Initially, we sat around and planned how we would spend the next week in the mountains, mostly planning on pruning up in the springs, sleeping in, and trying every delicacy we could find. However, despite the long journey, Kiersa was the first to jump to her feet.

“Uli and I are going to go explore the festival!” Kiersa announced. “Come on!”

“You are?” I asked.

“We are?” Uli tried to protest, but Kiersa got a hold on her wrist, basically dragging her out of the room, shutting Mara, Giezha, and me in the room. It was a little sudden, and Kiersa wasn’t the type to just up and run out the door for adventure. No wait. That’s exactly what she was like. So, fair enough.

Still, I sensed the tension still lingering between her and Giezha during the land portion of the journey. And based on Giezha’s reaction, I wasn’t the only one. Standing up, the goliath beauty pulled her robe off, leaving her completely in the buff, except for tight wrappings around her chest. Giezha began to unwind them from her chest and rewind them around her hand, before turning to the hot spring.

“I think I could do with a soak,” Giezha announced, kicking her wooden shoes off. “Why don’t you two go and explore the festival.”

Mara and I looked at each other but quickly decided not to argue. If Giezha was asking to be alone, she probably needed a minute to herself. Mara and I turned to leave the inn hand in hand while Giezha sank into the water.

“Oh…grace,” Giezha whispered. “This water is…amazing.”

The water ran up to her chest, which was deeper than I’d imagine for a pool like this. Giezha yawned, stretching out and taking her glasses off and laying back against a large stone. Peering one eye open at me, Giezha smiled and waved me off.

“Go. I’ll make sure Copper stops me from drowning if I fall asleep.”

With a magical flourish, Giezha shut the door to our private hot spring, and I turned to Mara.

“Would you like to go explore the town, Ms. Brightwood?”

Mara smiled and kissed me on the cheek before firmly attaching herself to my hip.

“I’d love that, Mr. Merrick.”


Chapter 7

We quickly began to explore the different shops and stalls going on in the festival in Ineska. Uli dragged Kiersa, Mara, and me to a game of chance stall right next to another that had a mouth-watering aroma wafting from it.

“I used to play this as a child!” Uli beamed as the man running the booth showed five pots stacked up with three under two and a bowl at the bottom, where much of the flowing water splashed out of.

Water flowed from holes in each of the pots, while it also had a few spouts splashing onto the ground of the stall like a tiny fountain while steam rose from the pool. The man stood barefoot inside the booth while the water came up to his ankles.

“Not too cold?” I joked to the man.

The man smiled and shook his head. “It’s like a little foot bath. Though, I have to make sure I don’t stay in too long, lest I prune up.

Mara came from behind with several skewers of fried meat covered in a berry sauce handing one to each of us.

“Sho how d’you play?” she asked with a mouthful of what tasted to be either chicken or perhaps some other type of mountain fowl.

Uli got so excited that she explained to everyone. “You pick a ball, and you put it into one of the different spouts at the top, and you watch to see if it flows into the bottom basin.”

“That’s correct.” The man nodded. “Would you like to play?”

Uli had already forgotten any semblance of the fake mission and excitedly pulled out a silver coin and handed it to the man. He pulled out a small bucket of multicolored balls for Uli to pick from, along with a long pole. Uli chose a shining pink orb that had a glassier look than the mostly wooden ones inside.

“Please put it in the center,” she said, handing the man the ball.

We all leaned in close as he lifted his hand up and dropped it in the center of the pot with a faint plunk! It took a minute for the ball to reappear, but it hopped out of a spout that went to the left pot underneath.

Splash!

A tiny spray of spring water came out spraying me in the face as it rolled down into the pot again. Uli’s hand wrapped around mine tightly as it reappeared from a spout facing directly toward us.

“No!” Kiersa hissed.

Plunk!

The ball shot out, hitting the railing just in front of us and flying back into the air before dropping in the exact center of the bucket.

“Yes!” we exclaimed.

“Well done!” The man chuckled. “Please, take your prize.” The man handed Uli a silver lotus leaf as her reward. “If you win the most by the end of the festival, you could win an even greater prize.”

“Well, that sounds exciting.” Uli smirked, taking the lotus leaf and placing it in her coin pouch.

In all the excitement I had nearly forgotten to take a bite of the food Mara had bought us as we took turns trying to recreate Uli’s luck. However, despite Kiersa trying the exact same strategy as Uli, she wasn’t able to get it, and the ball dropped into the basin. On my turn, I took a green wooden ball and asked if I could try to toss it in myself.

The ball fit in my hand about a little bit smaller than a baseball, and I lined up my shot looking at the holes in the size of this ball. It would only fit through a certain pattern of holes going from one to the other, and it had a chance of going straight down into the bucket. I lined the ball up near my face and shot it up and over like a basketball, nearly hitting the booth’s ceiling in the process.

“Watch it!” the man yelled, ducking underneath.

Kerbank!

The ball hit the side of the wall and splashed into the first pot. I pumped my fist, watching it go down to the second, before splash!

“Yes!” I said to myself, before realizing the ball didn’t appear in the basin.

“No!” we all cried.

The ball dropped out of the backside of the pot directly over the winning bucket using a secret hole that I had not seen before.

“You fell for it!” Uli teased as the other girls laughed at my misfortune.

“I've never played this before!” I retorted.

Mara decided not to play the game, and we thanked the man for the prize and continued down the booths. One was a simple game of horseshoes that Mara proved to be an instant expert in, while another felt like random chance. Pick a marble from a group and watch them race down a course of handmade boards connected in a zigzagging pattern. The man demonstrated the obstacles, hairpin turns, and the final loop around before funneling into a small tunnel wide enough for only one marble at a time.

“We had something like this back home,” I said to the others before taking the last bite of the savory and delicious skewer. “I grew up with a set that let me do marble races in my room. It was a lot of fun!”

“So will you be participating?” the goblin running the booth asked. He had a long and twiddly mustache that he had waxed into eccentric curls.

There was a red, green, blue, orange, yellow, and indigo one along with a yellow tiger’s eye, a black marble, a silver marble, a white marble, and a golden marble that was probably a lot shinier when it was first made.

“Go with the gold one,” Uli suggested. “Looks heavier, so it’ll roll down faster!”

“I think the white one,” chimed Kiersa.

Mara shook her head and suggested I pick the green one while muffled by another skewer of the fried chicken cutlets.

“I'll go with…the silver one,” I said after a moment before handing the man a silver coin as payment for the game.

The man looked at the silver coin and bit onto it before nodding. “Aye, very good! Now, let’s set them all up.” Using a dowel rod, the man picked up all the marbles and had them at the very top of the racetrack. “Last call for racers!”

A few others joined in for the race crowding around us as bets were made mostly on the gold and green marbles. Every color got representation, and the young girl that had won at the fish game earlier joined me in thinking silver would win. As the crowd watched, the man twiddled his mustache with his free hand and cackled.

“Let the games begin!” The man released the rod with a flourish, and all the marbles fell down into the first obstacle.

A collection of pegs that began knocking the marbles all around furiously before falling through into the next part of the track.

“Gold’s in the lead!” one person called out.

The red and white marbles smacked the silver, sending it to the back next to the black marble before rolling into a series of tight, wide turns near eye level. The rolling marbles screeched around as they clicked and cracked against one another. Suddenly, the red and blue marbles zipped up a high bank, flying over the top and onto the ground.

“Blue’s out!” the man called.

There was a smattering of groans from the crowd as the young girl and I watched the silver marble struggle to make up time before heading into a track separation. The single board split into three curving paths twisting around another.

“Go green!”

“Come on gold!”

We all watched nervously as one section of the split tracks had a high drop down into the next section. Pink. No way. One track looked like it was made for an easy escape, but all it did was fling the marbles off the board, smacking them onto the ground, eliminating orange and white.

“Damn,” Kiersa whispered.

The silver marble continued to pick up steam as the last leg of the race came into sight. At the bottom of the track, a wide-open area with small stones placed strategically to knock errant marbles off to the side. They collided repeatedly, shooting left and right.

“Heading toward the finish line, it’s green and gold!” the man announced theatrically.

The two marbles rolled side by side toward the finish line as Uli and Mara cheered on their colors. Hurtling to the end, the marbles both ricocheted off the end of the tube used for a finishing funnel and flew backward, causing the crowd to gasp.

Silver suddenly came rocketing ahead of the pack, having been smacked by one last marble and propelling it forward. It, too, careened off the edge of the finishing portion of the marble race, and all the green, gold, and silver marbles spun around trying to fall into place until…

“Yes!” the little girl cried.

The silver marble just barely squeaked out past the green and gold marbles, while the others finally came into line. Most of the crowd groaned in defeat while clapping for the little girl who jumped up and down excitedly.

“Silver won! Silver won!” she squealed.

The goblin running the booth gave me and the girl our lotus leaves as rewards for picking the winning marbles. However, these leaves weren’t silver but, instead, were made of shining copper. Hopefully a certain squirrel doesn’t take it from me in the middle of the night.

Kiersa and Uli looked down one of the opposite roads.

“We’re going to go ahead this way,” Uli said. “I think that’s where the booth we wanted to check out earlier was.”

“Want us to go with you?” I suggested.

“You guys catch up, or you guys go ahead,” Mara told them. “We’ll catch up.”

I turned to Mara, and she looked at me before nodding to follow her in the opposite direction. I shrugged and followed along as Mara led us away from the main drag and toward a small bridge on the outskirts of town.

A stream of warm, crystal-clear water bubbled underneath. Mara stopped at the top of the brown wooden bridge and leaned her elbows down on the edge of the railing, looking out toward the forest of trees. It was densely packed with snow and green pine needles and the sounds of nature just past the edge of Ineska.

Mara’s eyes swam for a moment, and I looked at her wondering what this was about. However, after a second, Mara sighed, turning to me.

“Can I ask you something, Asher? It’s something that I need you to answer honestly.” Mara’s eyes were dead serious, but at the same time she almost looked afraid of whatever I would say.

“Go for it. I promise I'll be truthful.”

She considered that for a moment and nodded. “Asher, why are you so easy on Giezha?”

I blinked, and Mara repeated herself. “Why is it that you want us to just move past everything with Giezha so soon after it happened? And why are you acting like none of it bothers you?”

It was my turn to lean on the railing and look out into nature as I tried to piece together the words. I wondered if I was being honest, and I didn’t even know why I wondered about it. I knew the answer. I didn’t like it, but it was the truth.

Mara waited for me to say something, and finally I relented.

“It’s hard for me to admit I’m upset with her,” I said quietly. “Because it’s hard for me to admit how betrayed I felt and how hurt I was. But I do forgive her, Mara, I forgive Giezha because I know her heart was in the right place. Because I know she was trying to protect me, even if she didn’t get the results she was looking for.”

“Is that it?” Mara asked, nudging closer to me. She put a hand on my shoulder, leaning in close.

“No,” I admitted. “It’s hard because if I admit that I forgive Giezha, I’m afraid that I’m also admitting that I forgive Anastasia.”

Mara’s face paled even more than it normally was, and she instinctively wrapped herself around me, squeezing.

“Asher, what do you mean?”

“Anastasia killed me,” I said, after a moment. It felt painful, verbalizing something that made it all flash back in my mind. The look on her face, the flash of the gun…the sensation of nothingness that followed afterward.

My voice croaked as I spoke. “Anastasia murdered me for money, Mara. She murdered me for the most selfish reasons possible. And I think that I forgive her—for no reason other than she meant so much to me! And that’s pathetic,” I said, looking at Mara.

“It’s pathetic that I forgive somebody who’s never asked for it or did anything to deserve it. But even still, Anastasia made me feel real back on Earth. She meant more than she knew. And that’s why it’s hard for me to admit that it hurt what Giezha did less than a year after somebody else did the same thing.”

“Giezha…she wasn’t trying to murder you,” Mara whispered, stroking my hair. “She was trying to protect you. And you believing the best of her is not the same as you excusing what she did. O-or excusing what Anastasia did to you, Asher! You are a kind and gentle soul. That, yes, sometimes lets other people take too much. But…”

Mara kissed me on the cheek and held me tight.

“You are an incredibly brave, kind, sweet man who will do whatever it takes to protect the ones you love. And that includes Giezha. But if you pretend like none of this happened, you might resent her in the future, and it’ll be for the wrong reasons. You’ll be mad at her over forgetting to put something away or accidentally messing up a spell. And then where does that leave you? Where does that leave us?”

A bit of snow drifted down from the tops of trees into the bubbling river, and I watched the flow of the water underneath. Quickly pacing off toward the horizon, disappearing past my vision.

“You’re right,” I whispered after a moment. “It’s just hard.”

“I know,” Mara said quietly. “But I think you should be honest with yourself and with Giezha.”

I took in Mara’s words, and I felt the weight of them. She was right, I had been avoiding that conversation. I was avoiding talking with Giezha because I didn’t want to face what could be next.

I turned my head toward Mara and kissed her soft and slow. My hand trailed from her arm up to the side of her face, feeling her breath against me and the soft, wonderful perfection of her lips. Our kiss broke after a moment, and she looked at me.

“I love you, Asher.”

“I love you too, Mara.”


Chapter 8

Mara and I found the others after our talk near the front of town at the end of the road. They were talking to a woman with her head wrapped in fancy silks and covered in colorful stones. However, before we could wave to them, something else caught my attention.

“Now come on! When’s the last time anybody saw it?” Came a gruff voice.

“Seros, don’t pester them,” a young woman said behind us.

Turning around, I saw on the opposite side of the street were three people dressed in adventuring gear similar to how we were when we first showed up. An elf male in leather armor wearing a sword on his hip, grabbed the edge of a booth stall and looked at the elderly woman angrily. His soft blond hair was strewn about, and he looked about ready to pick the lady up by the hair and ragdoll her.

The other two were a middle-aged male dwarf with a black beard braided down to his belly and a young woman with mage robes. Her complexion was a little darker than Uli’s, and the slight pointing to her ears gave away that she was human with some fae ancestry.

“You should listen to the nice young lady,” the woman said. “I might be old, but I don’t even remember ever seeing the Golden Lotus. It’s been lost for decades. Supposedly, whoever finds it will become a great legend or something like that.”

“Come on Seros!” the young woman urged. “Why don’t we just—”

“Get your hands off me, Demira!” the man said, jerking his arm away as Demira tried to gently touch his arm.

“Lad!” the dwarf grunted. “We’ve been on the road for so long. It’s better to relax. Besides, there’s games to be played and food to eat! An ale or five to wash it down! What do you say?”

“You just want us to go find the nearest food stall, Tulgreg.” Seros grunted before his eyes caught Mara and me staring at him. “Something funny, asshole?” the elf named Seros asked.

I could already sense that Mara was ready to kick this guy’s ass, and I took a gentle step in front of her and began to laugh nearly hysterically. “Just that you seem like a real jackass harassing this nice woman during the festival for Murinabba.”

If I could point out how much of a jerk he was, maybe peer pressure could get him to back off. Then I wouldn’t have to get his blood off Mara’s or my robes.

“Is that a fact?” he growled.

I could tell that he was ready to reach for his sword, but I smiled at him and put my hands up. “Easy friend. How about we have a little fun? The kind without swords,” I said nodding to his weapon. “How about we play a game at this lady’s booth to at least pay for wasting her time?”

Seros sneered before Tulgreg piped up, “Sounds like a fine idea!”

“I agree,” Demira said, hopefully.

Seros looked at his two compatriots and snarled, “Whatever. What’s the game?”

Mara looked at me, and I winked as we walked up next to the other adventuring party. The woman’s booth had a very simple setup. There was a bullseye at the back of the booth, which seemed to be set much deeper than the others.

“Just hit the bullseye for the prize,” the woman instructed, pulling out a small toy bow. It was about a third as long as a normal one, and the arrows were nothing more than sharpened sticks. Feathers with a split feather or was nothing more than a short, sharpened stick, though it did still have the fletching. “A copper for three tries.”

“Fine,” Seros grunted before pulling out gold piece and showing it off. “Can you make change?”

“Oh, Gods…” Tulgreg grumbled rolling his eyes.

The woman did so, completely unfazed, before handing him the bow and arrows.

“This thing is too small!” Seros complained. “But watch this!”

Swoosh! Plunk!

Both Tulgreg and I roared with laughter as the arrow nearly missed the target entirely.

“Shut up!” he grunted. “I’m just zeroing in.”

Swoosh! Plunk! Swoosh! Plunk!

The other two arrows were just as inaccurate before causing both Tulgreg and me to laugh even louder. Mara and the young woman, Demira, chuckled as well, while Seros’s ears burned, and he turned around sticking his face in mine.

“Let’s see you do better!”

“Oh, no. I’m sure I’d be just as terrible.” I smirked. “However, Mara? Would you like a try?”

Mara looked at me innocently and blinked before nodding vigorously. “Oh, I wonder how I could ever do this!” she said, mockingly.

Seros didn’t seem impressed, and Mara took all three arrows in hand, lining one up on the string while keeping the other two at the ready.

“What in the world did she—”

Thunk! Thunk! Thunk!

Mara fired off the three shots in rapid succession and Seros, Demira, and Tulgreg all went completely silent. Two of Mara’s shots hit the outer rim of the bullseye, while the third was just outside of a perfect bullseye.

“Damn it!” Mara swore. “Well, you’re right, Seros. This thing is a little uncalibrated. But I suppose for a game it’s still pretty good!”

The elderly woman began laughing and quickly produced a silver lotus leaf for Mara. “Oh, that was excellent, dear. I think if you took more than a half breath to shoot, you probably would’ve had ’em all on top of each other!”

Mara scratched the back of her head and smiled cheekily while we left the three adventurers in stunned silence.

“That was fun!” Mara said to me.

“Guys!” Kiersa called out waving us over. “We found the booth!”

Kiersa and Uli were standing beside a booth that was set up a little differently than the others. This one had a curtain drawn in front of it and seemed bigger. They hurried into the small room, pulling back the curtain as we followed behind. Suddenly, the curtain shut dramatically, and my vision had to adjust to the low light.

The elderly woman wearing head wraps sat at a circular desk with chairs set up all around. A few candles hung in the air, providing a low glow of light, while incense burned with smoke on the ground. It was sweet and woody, not unlike tobacco.

“Welcome!” the woman said mysteriously. Her eyes were closed, and her chin was turned up with a knowing smile plastered on her face. “I have been waiting for you!”

“You have?” I asked, sitting down.

“Yes, I saw it in the stars. I saw it in a dream…I heard that your friends were waiting for you,” she added humorously. “Please sit. Your friends have already paid for your consultation with fate.”

A psychic? Well, this should be good.

At the table, several crystals laid flat while connected with small bits of wire turning at ninety-degree angles and connecting from one to the other in an intricate pattern.

“Speak your names so that fate may know you and open yourselves to reality.” The woman’s eyes stayed closed as I sat next to Kiersa and across from Mara and Uli.

“Kiersa!”

“Asher.”

“Mara.”

“Uli.”

The woman smiled and hummed. “Yes, I can see it now!”

The crystals began to light up in a rainbow of colors with some blinking rapidly while others stayed lit before gradually fading. “Oh my…” the seer murmured. “Adventurers. Conquerors? Heroes.”

The seer gasped and held her hand to her open mouth. I tried not to roll my eyes, but Kiersa was all swept up in this, waiting to hear what she had to say.

“You are all fated for greatness. A greatness that I dare not say was ever possible before. But if these visions are true. If this is your fate…you will save the world one day. The woman then opened her eyes, revealing them to be milky white and completely blind.

“The whole world?” Mara whispered in awe.

Seems to be a lot of pressure.

Kiersa squeezed my hand nervously.

“I see a dark time rising ahead,” the mystic continued. “I see shadows, uncertainty, fear. But also…”  She turned to Kiersa and me. “I see hope. I see faith. And I see someone who is far more capable than they realize. Speak your name again, and I shall show you the future.”

“Oh brother,” I whispered to myself, quiet enough for nobody else to hear it.

“I am Kiersa Denrel, the daughter of Aire and Nosha.

“Quite the journey you’ve taken. Kiersa of Naled.”

The mystic put her hands over the table and began to wave them in circles over the crystals while chanting. The crystals all went completely dim before a red crystal, a purple crystal, and a white crystal began to shine the brightest.

“You are conflicted Kiersa.” The excitement on Kiersa’s face was wiped off, and she looked at the mystic. “You are conflicted by your heart and your mind, but your soul remains knowing. You know the answers to the questions you ask. You must merely act upon them.”

“What about my future?” she asked in a small voice. Mara and Uli watched a tad nervously

The seer concentrated for a moment, and the white crystal was the only one remaining.

“I see greatness. Family. Abundance. But you must first fight this conflict with yourself lest you become your own worst enemy. Accept the world’s gifts, Kiersa.”

Kiersa nodded and thanked the woman.

“Now for you, Mr. Asher!”

“Me? But I—”

“Speak your name,” she said firmly.

I sighed, perhaps a bit heavier than I meant to, and repeated my name once again. The woman chanted and moved her hands in a circle before all the crystals lit up.

“Oh my,” she said quietly. “Asher, you are a man with every path ahead of you. Can you choose the right one? Can you know what the right answer is?”

“Well, I came to you for that,” I joked.

The woman smiled demurely and looked at me. For a moment, I was caught in her gaze, so to speak. Her eyes were completely white, and it was plain as day that she was blind. But at the same time, I felt seen. Almost naked. I reflexively put a hand up in front of myself and squeezed Kiersa’s with my other.

“When the moment comes, will you choose what’s right or what’s easy?”

I didn’t say anything else as the woman smiled victoriously. “Shall I do the readings for you two ladies?”

“I’m good, thanks.” Uli laughed. “I just wanted to see this in action.”

Mara nodded at Uli. “Yeah, I would rather not know my future, but thank you anyway!”

“Of course, of course. Please, enjoy the rest of the festival. But before you go…” The woman waved her hand, and two copper lotus sleeves flew from her baggy sleeves onto the table with a clatter.

Kiersa and I picked up our leaves and looked at each other. Kiersa’s brilliant cerulean eyes shook as she looked at me as if she had been stricken by fate. I personally thought she threw a lot of generalities at us. Close enough to seem like she knew something, when in reality, she was just bullshitting us. But it had hit Kiersa pretty hard. With a final squeeze of my hand, Kiersa smiled, and we got up to leave the booth.

“Well, that was fun!” Uli said, stretching out. “But I don’t think Asher believes in seers.”

The others looked at me, and I shrugged. “I don’t know, honestly. I mean, pretty much all of this is impossible back where I’m from,” I said with a general wave around the town. “But still, that doesn’t mean that—”

“Oy, goliath!” Came an annoying voice that was also unfortunately familiar.

The four of us hustled up the road toward the kerfuffle where Giezha stood in front of Seros, Demira, and Tulgreg with her arms crossed. A small squirrel sat on her shoulders, munching on a sugared donut, getting crumbs all over her.

“That squirrel stole my fucking donut!” Tulgreg shouted angrily. “Give it back!”

Giezha looked at the squirrel, which I quickly recognized as Copper in disguise, with a bored expression. The donut was almost completely eaten by this point, and she turned back to the three of them.

“I think you’ll have to wait a while for him to give it back,” Giezha deadpanned.

“You fucking—” Seros was ready to draw his sword when Demira put her hand on her hands on his arm.

“Seros, please!” Demira whispered urgently. “Can’t we just go a day without you starting a fight with every person you see?”

“Shut up!” he shouted, shoving away from her. “I’ll cut this goliath down if I damn well please!”

Giezha’s eyebrows raised as she cocked her head to the side. “Is that a fact? How are you going to do that when your arms are broken?”

“Are you going to be the one that does that?” Seros mocked, now with his hand fully on the handle of his blade.

“Could if I wanted to.” She shrugged. “But I think my boyfriend’s going to beat me to it.”

“Your what?”

I was behind Seros, and my left hand was on his shoulder pressing into the muscle and joints as I tried to keep my calm. Giezha could easily kick this guy’s ass every day of the week. But that didn’t change the fact that he threatened my girlfriend.

“Would you care to repeat that?” I whispered threateningly.

Seros flinched when he saw me and made a move with his other hand, no doubt going for his side piece. I took one step to the side and grabbed Seros by the wrist before he could finish unsheathing his knife. I squeezed and began to feel how brittle his bones were beneath my palm.

“Ah!” He winced. “Let go of me!”

“We’re going to play nice, right?” I asked, staring at Seros. “Or do I have to do this in front of everybody in town?”

Seros stared at me. His eyes filled with equal parts rage and fear before, finally, he released the knife, dropping it back into the sheath. I relaxed my grip enough for him to yank his hand free.

“Whatever,” he grunted. “Let’s go.”

Seros and the others quickly walked past Giezha, while Copper triumphantly finished the last bite of the donut.

“I will be sure to replace that donut that he stole,” Giezha added as she caught up with us.

I could still hear Seros berating Demira and Tulgreg for not backing him up before Uli let out a low whistle and clapped me on the back.

“You were on him fast, Asher!”

“I don’t appreciate him threatening Giezha.”

A bit of color touched Giezha’s great cheeks as I scratched my head. “Frankly, I don’t take kindly to anybody threatening any of you! But…yeah, I definitely wanted to kick that guy’s ass. Not that Giezha couldn’t break him like a piece of dry wood.”

“That would’ve been fun,” Giezha added.”

“So, Copper stole his donut, and they decided to threaten you?” Kiersa asked Giezha in a business tone.

“Huh? Uh, y-yeah,” Giezha said, shrinking before my eyes.

Kiersa saw me looking at her, and she corrected her posture for a moment, taking on a more casual tone.

“Well…it’s nice that you wanted to replace the donut and stuff.”

“Yeah, thanks. Did you all…have fun?” Giezha asked.

“Yeah! We were going to go check out more of the booths if you wanted to join us?” Mara suggested.

Giezha smiled and nodded. “Yeah, that sounds nice.”

“Squeee!” Copper trilled on Giezha’s shoulder.

“Remind me to go to the donut booth,” I added. “Since somebody decided to steal someone else’s food!”

Copper looked at me guiltily as the others laughed before we got back to enjoying our vacation.


Chapter 9

The festival went long into the night, and despite the bellowing snow all around the mountaintops surrounding Ineska, it stayed just as warm and cozy as it did when we first arrived. We walked up and down the streets playing a variety of booth games and talking to the locals, earning several silver and copper lotus leaves.

Still, we decided to pack up for the evening and head back to the Ineska Inn and Springs for some shut-eye.

When we made it to the reception area, the orc woman welcomed us warmly. “Welcome, travelers! Have you enjoyed the festival so far?”

“It’s been great!” Mara beamed.

“Excellent. My son says that you are all quite popular around the town. Please, please, come and join us for dinner. It’s something we do to welcome all of our guests. Plus, with it just being me and my son, we enjoy the company as well.”

“We hope we didn’t keep you waiting,” Kiersa said as we followed her to the hallway opposite from where our suite was.

“Do you get a lot of travelers here at this time of year?” I asked the innkeeper.

She took a drag from her pipe and let out a sweet, fruity smelling smoke through her nostrils. “I suppose we get busy during the winters and fall. The festival is quite famous with the other towns and cities. In fact, Red Breakers have been known to make time at my inn as well.” The woman saw our expression and chuckled. “Yes, I remember as a young girl, there was a satyr who traveled here often. Both with his guild and with his wife and daughter. They were a lovely little family. I hope to see them again one day.”

A pang of sadness hit us all as we realized she was talking about Salvatore and his family. No wonder he had suggested we come here. He had so many good memories of this place and he wanted to share them with us.

The dining room was spacious yet cozy with a very long table that sat low to the ground with pillows spaced evenly with long wooden plates. A fire crackled in the fireplace, while the faint smell of food yet to come wafted into the room.

We sat down all around each other near the center of the table on the feather pillows while the innkeeper hummed to herself walking out of the room.

“I didn’t know Sal actually came here before!” Mara murmured.

“I know, right? We should bring him back here sometime,” Giezha suggested.

We all agreed just in time to be interrupted by an argument spilling into the room.

“And I told you that the gold marble was clearly supposed to win!”

Oh, fuck me…

Seros, Tulgreg, and Demira came into the room with Seros berating Demira over what sounded like a marble race selection. His face was pink with anger while Demira seemed ready to shrink into her robes. Tulgreg was ignoring their ‘leader,’ clearly more interested in taking a seat for some chow.

“And we shouldn’t even be doing these stupid games! We’re supposed to be searching for the Lotus. We—” Seros stopped when he noticed all of us, and his eyes narrowed. “What are you doing here?”

“Uh…we’re about to eat dinner,” I said plainly. “And after that, probably enjoying the hot springs. After that? Maybe a nice nap. Oh! And then maybe tomorrow—”

“Whatever,” Seros grumbled. He looked ready to say something rude when Demira walked past and sat across from Giezha and me.

“Are you two enjoying the festival?” she asked politely.

“Very much so.” Giezha nodded. Demira smiled at us weakly but seemed genuinely happy to have someone else to talk to for a moment.

Tulgreg and Seros sat on either side of Demira and Giezha, who reached into one of the pockets of her robe.

“Here,” Giezha said, producing a pair of still warm donuts. “I’m sorry for the theft, earlier.”

Seros was about to say not to take them, but Tulgreg very quickly grabbed both donuts, shoving them into his mouth.

“Nothing quite like dessert before dinner!” He laughed.

“Squee!”

Copper, having heard the mention of food, made an appearance underneath the feet of the orc woman and her son carrying several plates. Luckily, not as a dragon, but instead as a snow white jerebo with some brown coloring to his tail.

“Get it while it’s hot!” the woman laughed.

Copper quickly dashed away from the woman so as not to trip her before running under the table and into my lap. Demira slid out an eek of terror while Copper sat happily beneath waiting for scraps or any food to be stealthily given him.

“Whoa!”

We all salivated at the spread being set before us. The dinner prepared was closer to a feast with a delicious selection of foods all in large collections. Savory dumplings with a tangy sauce for dipping. Fresh fish served either plain or seared on one side with fluffy white rice. Stewed and pan-fried vegetables that crunched and snapped delectably with every bite. It was hard just to breathe on account of how busy I was stuffing my face.

“These dumplings are amazing,” Mara said, eating two or three at a time.

“Indeed!” Tulgreg grunted while shoveling his food in at breakneck speed. “Best meal I’ve had in who knows how long!”

The innkeeper smiled and bowed her head slightly. “You honor my family’s home.”

Seros cleared his throat after having a sip of the fish and turnip stew with noodles. “Yes. It’s quite good. It’s perhaps the most flavorful soup I’ve ever had.”

“Just wait till you try the salmon!” I said, slicing a bit of the fresh fish and putting on top of some rice and popping it into my mouth. “Ooh, that’s good!”

Soon, the others began to mimic my sashimi routine as we all settled in for an absolutely wonderful dinner. Once satisfied, we thanked the innkeeper and her son once more before heading to our room.

As promised, we all quickly disrobed and washed off before heading to our private hot spring. Kiersa dipped her toes in before jumping in, while Mara did a full dive.

“Huzzah!”

Splash!

The hot water splashed all of us, and it was certainly hot enough to wake you up, but not so hot as to scald. Mara’s red hair peaked from the water before she popped up with a mischievous grin.

“How’s it feel?”

“Mara!” Kiersa whined. “I’m here to relax, not get splashed!”

I responded by rushing into the water and threatening to grapple Mara. She let out a squeal of joy before slipping out from my grasp. Uli, Giezha, and Kiersa joined us, and we all let out a quiet, contented sigh as the realization of the spring hit us. The water felt supernatural in how comfortable it made me, with the warmth penetrating my aching muscles and massaging away nearly a year of training and adventuring. We idly chatted, but the deep relaxation swept over all of us. Kiersa nearly dropped her head in the water before catching herself. Copper, for his part, kept only his tail in the water as he lay in a curled-up perch on the rocks.

After milking the relaxation for all we could, we got out as a group to dry off and headed inside to sleep. The beds, as it turned out, were long and fluffy mats similar to the bedrolls that we used along with a thick and heavy feather and straw blanket.

Instead of using the separate rooms, we pushed the table aside and all slept around each other for the evening. The mats were surprisingly comfortable, though, and being tired from the many days of journeying plus all the good food only before being surrounded by your many beautiful girlfriends certainly makes sleeping easier.

What followed the next few days was about as perfect for a vacation as you could think. We would go out and walk the streets, sometimes going out into the forest just to appreciate the beauty of the snowy mountains. And we played with Copper unabashedly before heading back to the inn for a trip to the hot springs, which felt like dipping your body into a pool of pure heaven.

After that, we would go out for dinner either at the booths or with our lovely innkeeper and her son. As far as melting away the months of frustration and danger from our time in Bouldergulf, it couldn’t get any better.

“And I said that we need to check the mountains!” Seros shouted from down the hall. “Okay, maybe there were some ways it could improve…”

“Is he still going on about the lotus?” Uli grumbled, shutting the door to our room.

His voice was muffled but still audible even now. We’d been avoiding Seros, Demira, and Tulgreg since dinner the first night as best as we could. Not only because Seros was a complete douchebag and horrible to be around, but also because we didn’t want to know anything about this Golden Lotus thing. At this point, we were on vacation! Sure, treasure sounded cool, but we couldn’t tempt ourselves. Otherwise, we would be out rucking it through the mountains, freezing our asses off instead of in our nice warm beds with our bellies full.

“You gonna join us, Uli?” I asked as I finished putting on my clothes. “There’s some kind of competition today for some of the games.”

“Oh, that sounds fun,” Uli teased. “ But I think I’ll stay here and nap instead.”

“You’re really enjoying getting to be lazy, aren’t you?” Mara asked, looking down at our dozy half-goblin leader.

“Yep!”

Giezha wasn’t in the room, but she had promised to meet Mara, Kiersa, and me out for more of the games once she finished her training for the morning. Because even if we were on vacation, Giezha demanded that she keep her body at the peak of physical fitness. I guess she counted it as part of her fun.

Once outside the inn, we were met with a fog rolling through the streets, giving everything a sleepy, misty vibe. Many of the stalls, booths, and areas were empty, and we followed the sound of a crowd near the opposite end of Ineska.

A crowd had formed around a small town square in front of a stone temple featuring a small, gnomish woman holding onto a stone lotus with her hands lifted up in the air. A portly man with rouge and black robes was calling for the crowd to be quiet.

“Settle down. Settle down, everybody!” he tittered. “It’s time for our final day of games for the Lotus Festival.”

The crowd cheered and clapped for the man as he smiled and waved around at everybody. “Those of you who have silver or copper lotus leaves are eligible for the Golden Lotus events!”

“Golden Lotus?” I whispered to Mara.

The crowd became more and more excited talking to each other and discussing the man’s announcement. The crowd quickly went silent in prayer as the man’s hand began to glow with a golden light.

“May we pray to our goddess, Murinabba, for this blessed day, for this blessed week, for this blessed life that we all live!”

The stone lotus did the same thing, and the two lights connected from one to the other as the stone statue became bathed in the golden light.

“Whoa!” Mara and I whispered.

“You all have until the Golden Lotus’s light fades this evening to collect as many leaves as you can! Those who have collected the most, will be given the honorary title of this year’s ‘Spirit of Murinabba’s Golden Lotus,’ in honor of the gift that she gave our humble Ineska. The great spirit of the mountain, who has protected us and enriched us all!”

“Oh! So, the Golden Lotus is a title? Kiersa asked.

One of the locals heard what she had asked and turned around. “Yes, the actual Golden Lotus disappeared, along with the spirit of the mountain one hundred years ago. Our elders feared we had angered Murinabba and braced for her wrath. But instead, we have continued to bask in her bounty. We decided to use the memory of the Golden Lotus as a way to celebrate the time we all spend together, the spirit’s everlasting presence, and Murinabba’s great generosity!”

“And it’s just a fun thing to have, isn’t it?” the woman beside him asked.

“I am going to be the Lotus!” a young boy told his friend.

“No, I am!”

A thought occurred to me, and I looked around.

I was checking to see if the other group was here but only Demira in the crowd. She was nervously watching the man’s presentation and fidgeted with her hands. Our eyes caught each other, and she gulped before dashing off, likely to Tulgreg and Demira. Mara and Kiersa also watched and looked at me.

“Wonder what that means.”

“If I had to guess,” I said, scratching my chin, “the competition’s not going to be so friendly for this Golden Lotus. Seros’ll probably see it as a key to a clue or something.”

Several of the booths had shut down to create more space for bigger and more elaborate games to be played around the town. Giezha finally showed up with a healthy sheen to her forehead, no doubt having pushed her body to its limits in the wee hours of the morning.

We filled her in on the situation with the Golden Lotus, and she agreed that while it wouldn’t be the end of the world for Seros to receive the title of Golden Lotus, we’d really rather it not go to him. If only because he was kind of an asshole.

The booths that were available for an attempt at a golden lotus leaf had a special banner in silver and gold atop them reciting prayers for their goddess Murinabba.

“Step on up. Step on up!” Came the familiar voice of the goblin that had been running the marble races the previous day. “It’s time for the golden events!”

This time the game he was running featured a large slope filled with pegs and a flattened area with several holes and numbers next to them.

“Which one of you can score the most points today?” he asked, waving the same wooden rod from yesterday. “A gold lotus leaf is only two hundred points!”

Two hundred? That doesn’t seem too bad.

There were five holes in the board that I assumed you had to put the ball into with two of them having a hundred, two of them having fifty, and one having twenty-five.

“Five balls…infinite possibilities! And it only takes a copper lotus to play!”

“I'll try it,” Kiersa announced, stepping forward. “Do I just need to get the balls in the hole?”

The goblin laughed and shook his head. “Oh no, dear. You need to get it close to the hole without it going into the hole! Score over two hundred points, and the golden lotus leaf is yours.”

“Well, that sounds needlessly difficult…” I murmured.

“Now for my magically inclined players, please be sure not to enhance the ball with anything,” He then looked pointedly at Giezha, who guiltily took off her witch’s hat and stuffed it into her robe.

“I wasn’t going to cheat!”

“Good, because I don’t need your help,” Kiersa said walking up. The words came out sharp as a razor, and Kiersa whipped around, looking at Giezha guiltily. “Er, I mean, I can win on my own, thanks.”

Kiersa handed the man a copper lotus leaf, and he smiled, pocketing it and handing her five blue wooden balls along with a long stick with a loop at the end to put the ball into. The goblin demonstrated scooping the ball with the loop and dropping it down the board, watching it bounce off the different obstacles.

Copper sat on my shoulder in his jerebo form, watching with curiosity as the ball moved around. I worried for a moment that he might see something shiny and try to steal it.

Kiersa nodded her head and stuck her tongue out concentrating as she put the ball on the top center, scooping it down. The ball careened off several pegs before hitting the outer wall and flying down into the basin. The ball almost immediately fell into the hole labeled for fifty points, and we all let out a groan, to the goblin’s delight.

He laughed and tutted us. “Fret not. Fret not! She has four more attempts. May I suggest going to—”

“I got this,” Kiersa said before quickly putting the next ball at the far-right corner.

The ball skipped most of the pegs before hitting one and sliding toward the middle. The ball spun around nearly going into the twenty-five-point hole before slipping just past it and stopping right next to the hundred-point hole.

“Yes!” Kiersa exclaimed, jumping up and down. I caught myself staring at Kiersa’s stupendous chest as it bounced up and down.

Kiersa tried the same strategy with her next ball, only to knock it into the twenty-five-point hole thanks to a bad bounce. With only two balls left, we watched anxiously, cheering Kiersa on as she took a deep breath and tried the same strategy, but on the far left this time.

The ball fell down the ramp, skipping the first row of pegs, before smacking one and rocketing around the middle. Our eyes flitted back and forth, watching it bounce up before finally rolling down. It rolled around, threatening to go into one hole before curving off and knocking into the wall. As it came to a stop, it rested on the board, not near any particular hole.

“So, what does that one count as?” I asked.

“That would be one point,” the man smiled. “So, if our fair lady does get a hundred points, she wins a Golden Lotus leaf.”

“You got this Kiersa!” Mara cheered.

“Y-yeah, you got this!” Giezha echoed.

“Chiiii!”

Kiersa looked at me, and I gave her a big thumbs up and a kiss on the cheek, and she let out some hot air through her nose. With her final play, Kiersa placed the ball just to the right of center and quickly flipped the holder over, dropping the ball down dramatically.

We all held our breath as it immediately hit several pegs knocking back, left and right. It rattled near the center before hitting the flat portion of the board at top speed. The ball clacked and rolled forward, dodging a fifty-point hole, and Mara let out a gasp as it hit the back wall. The spin on the ball mixed with the sudden smack slowed down its momentum as it rolled backward toward the one-hundred-point hole, stopping just in time.

“Yes!” we cheered.

“A golden leaf to the beautiful lady upfront!” the goblin said, handing one to Kiersa.

“Hands off pal,” I joked pulling Kiersa into a hug. We all congratulated Kiersa for her win, staying to watch a few more people try to replicate Kiersa’s good fortune.

Then we moved on to another booth to see what the other booths were.

“How come you guys don’t want to play that one?” Kiersa asked.

“Because I’d prefer you have a little bit of time to bask in victory before I beat your score!” Mara teased.

“I’m just not very good at those games,” Giezha admitted.

Kiersa took the comments in stride with her head held high. More and more people shelled out their silver and copper leaves in attempts to earn the coveted golden lotus leaves with the other games being played. Some were team-based games, others were competitions like a game of Seven Swordsmen with the winner getting a golden lotus leaf. I knew better than to try to play Mara in that one and happily watched her earn her golden leaf in record time.

As the day wore on, we turned the dozen or so silver and copper leaves into a handful of golden ones across all of us. A few hours in, Uli decided she was tired of lazily sleeping the day away and joined us.

“Have a nice nap, Sleeping Beauty?” I asked.

Uli fluffed her short hair and twirled the long ponytail several times. “I like that name. You should call me that more often.”

“Sounds good. I’ll tell you where it comes from too.”

“Excuse me, excuse me!” Came the voice of a little girl. Two children came running toward us, waving their hands. It appeared to be two human children, one little girl and a teenage boy. “Excuse me!” the girl called. “We need your help!”

At first, I thought that something bad might’ve happened, but the excited look on their faces told me this something better. The girl came bouncing up to us, while the teenager was a bit slower, and fidgeted nervously.

“Can you help us?” the boy asked shyly.

Instantly, I recognized them as siblings thanks to the family resemblance. They both had ruddy red hair and the same face intensely freckled skin with mousy features. The little girl could have been anywhere from seven to ten by my best guess. Her bright eyes and toothy grin belied her excitement as she bounced on the balls of her feet.

“What can we help you with?” Mara asked, leaning down slightly.

The boy looked at Mara and went bright red.

“We were going to play some people in tug of war, but they’re really strong!” the girl shouted in her excitement.

“I-I could take them!” the boy said with a squeaky voice. “B-but I figured it would probably be better if you guys helped. B-because I think it’s more f-fair that way.”

“Don’t have to beat them all yourself?” I asked.

The boy nodded vigorously while the girl looked at Copper on my shoulder and pointed at it.

“You’ve got a jerebo, mister! Can I pet it?”

Copper looked at the girl and let out a noise reminiscent of a hiss before hiding inside the jacket of my clothes. Uli rolled her eyes and looked at me.

“Well, you’re the leader Mr. Asher. So why don’t you tell us if we’re helping these young children.”

“Of course we’re going to help them!” I said, incredulously. “Now come on! Lead the way.”

The kids took us back toward the small square in front of the stone temple featuring the statue of Murinabba. A crowd had once again formed around it, and the kid shoved his way through.

“We found our teammates!” the young girl shouted.

“Gwoiii!” Copper trill as he sat on my shoulders.

As we followed the two kids to the other side, my shoulders quickly slumped upon seeing a hungry dwarf, a nervous mage woman, and a very impatient looking elf Elvish man staring back at us.

“Oh, are you kidding me!?” Seros and I said at the same time.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” Came the voice of the man wearing rouge and black robes from before. “It’s time for the tug of war!”


Chapter 10

The two kids hurried us forward as a red ribbon was placed at the center square by the announcer.

“Whoever shall be pulled over by this ribbon will be out! And if one member of your team is out, then all of you are!”

As the crowd continued to cheer, Seros, Tulgreg, and Demira stared at us. They were accompanied by several burly men who were stretching and laughing with each other.

“That man said that he was going to get the golden lotus leaves!” the girl explained to me.

The cheering crowd drowned out the noise as we all huddled to make our plan.

“I’ll be up front with these two,” Mara said. “We can have Giezha in the back.”

We all looked at Giezha, who seemed uncomfortable. After a moment, she grimaced. “I think I should probably bow out,” she admitted. “As fun as it would be to beat those guys, I don’t think it would be very fair.”

“Why? I asked.

Giezha’s cheeks burned brightly. “It’s not their fault that I was made so large. Besides, I would hate for the town to not allow more of their locals to join in on the fun.”

Kiersa didn’t seem impressed with Giezha’s logic, and the little girl was positively crestfallen. However, Uli nodded in agreement.

“I think that’s fair. Why don’t I sit this one out too?” Uli saw the looks on our faces and grinned cheekily. “I would say that it’s for the same reason as Giezha, but honestly, I’d rather just watch you guys mess them up.”

I sighed and patted Uli on the head before turning to the others. “If that’s the case, I’ll take the anchor position in the back. Kiersa will take the middle, and we’ll need a few others to take positions with her. Do you know anyone?” I asked the boy.

He nodded and called for two people who looked like they wanted to participate to join in. One was the mother of the two kids, and the other was a young farmer boy looking to impress his girlfriend. I assigned them to be in front of Kiersa, while Mara was second from the front with the little girl. As we lined up in order, the rope was brought out, featuring a small purple ribbon dangling off the center.

“Now, you kids, make sure that you hold on tight,” the mother instructed her children. They nodded furiously while the nervous mother looked at us with an uneasy smile. The cheering crowd seemed to be getting the most of her. “I never thought that I would be doing something like this,” she admitted. “But my kids seemed so excited, I couldn’t say no.”

“We’re going to win!” the daughter chimed in.

“All right, everybody, it’s time!” the announcer called. “Let's count them off!”

Everybody grabbed the ropes and held on tight as the collection of burly men plus Demira stood across from us on the other side.

Mara instructed the little girl on how to hold the rope, showing where to put it in the crook of her arm for extra grip. The tiny girl had her game face on as the crowd began to count down from five. It was tempting to use the Aura to secure an easy victory, but that just felt like cheating.

“Five…four…three…two…one!”

On the count of one, everybody began to pull, and I felt the immediate tug forward as the larger and stronger opponents began to pull us closer toward them. With Mara being in the front, we had a little bit of extra strength compared to everybody else on the team besides me.

However, as the two teams jockeyed for position, the size difference became clear. The rope burned against my hands as the friction tried to pull out from my grasp.

“Come on!” Seros shouted. “Heave!”

The crowd roared as we slid across the stone ground, trying to fight against the enemy. Everybody pulled in unison trying not to slide across. However, we just didn’t have enough strength with everybody involved. Giezha and Uli watched nervously, while I tried to think of a plan.

I got it!

“When I count to two, let go for a second and pull!”

“What!?” Kiersa asked.

“Ease off and then pull as hard as you can! We’ll try to get them off balance.”

I noticed a few nervous glances behind me, but nobody said they wouldn’t do it. We were losing ground and needed to make it up—fast!

“I’m sliding here!” Mara chimed in.

With a deep breath, I nodded. “One…two!”

Everybody but the little girl and the farmer boy listened to what I said as we loosened our grip, propelling us forward. The little girl’s feet dangled near the edge of the marker. However, the group on the other side lost their balance and began to fall backward.

“Pull!” I shouted.

As we yanked back all at once, the other team lost their footing and began to fall on top of each other with several members of their team, including Seros, letting go of the rope.

“Pull!”

With another heavy tug, Demira was sent flying over the ribbon to the roar of the crowd.

“Winner!” the crowd shouted.

Everybody cheered for us as the announcer came bounding forward with a fist full of golden lotus leaves. I handed one of the leaves to the farmer boy that joined us at the last second and winked at him.

“Somebody’s got to show off his winnings.”

The boy’s neck and ears turned bright red as he gulped before rushing off to go and show off his winnings to a gnomish girl waiting for him.

“That was great!” Uli cheered coming forward.

“Nice bit of strategy, Asher!” Giezha nodded.

“Thanks, but I think the real people should be congratulating for their performance are these two.”

I patted the young teenager on the shoulders and knelt down to give the girl a fist bump. She cackled and punched my fist several times before running off with her family, clutching her newfound treasure. Unfortunately, the good mood was quickly ruined when I saw Seros berating Demira.

“Damn it! How could you let go of him that easily? You’re the reason we lost!”

Demira was still on the ground, and it looked like she had tweaked her knee with tears stinging her face.

“I’m sorry, Seros! But it’s not like I did it on purpose!”

Seros was about to lose it when Tulgreg shoved him back. “Watch your mouth, lad,” he growled. “You’re the one who let go first. So, how about you take that attitude, shove it back where it came from, and keep it there. Else it starts leaking out your mouth again.”

Seros swore and turned around, storming off. The crowd paid the losers’ argument no mind and continued to celebrate the tug of war. Demira simply sighed and dusted herself off before looking at us and smiling weekly.

“I really, really hope that Seros tries to fight one of us,” Mara muttered under her breath. “Then I can cut his head from his stupid shoulders.”

I turned to Mara and shook my head. “No murdering. But you can beat the shit out of him.”

She crossed her arms over her ample chest and let out an angry puff of air. “Fine.”

* * *

Later that night, we were all invited to the Whispering Mountains Pub to celebrate. The Whispering Mountains was the other local spot for those in need of food and drink. It seemed as if the entire town was filling every nook and cranny of the large beer hall. Music played from every corner, and families and friends all laughed, drank, ate, and danced together.

The community sat around comparing stories, talking about how their games had gone and bragged about how many copper, silver, or even gold lotus leaves they had won during the festival.

Before I could worry whether or not the innkeeper from the Ineska Inn and Springs would miss us, we found her with her son at another table talking to the goblin, running a few of the booths we had played games at. Notably Demira, Seros, and Tulgreg were nowhere to be seen.

“Ah, that really hits the spot,” Mara sighed, having downed a fresh mug of ale. “Nothing quite like playing games, kicking butt, and eating food to bring out the thirst for ale.”

“Indeed,” Uli said, cheering her on with another drink.

“It was fun watching you all win the tug of war,” Giezha said quietly. “I hope you’ve all had as much fun as I have had on this journey.”

“It’s been great.” Kiersa smiled. “Exactly what we needed.”

There was a brief pause for a moment as Kiersa looked at Giezha, and they both faltered for a moment as the awkward silence built around them.

Giezha nodded and awkwardly raised her mug. “Well, let’s keep up the fun times.”

We clanked our mugs just as another round of music began to play. Couples ran to the center of the floor and began dancing in tight circles, twisting and turning the other one another in each other’s hands.

As the music went on, a smile pulled at the edges of my mouth, and I stood up.

“Giezha,” I asked. “Would you care for a dance?”

She looked at me wide-eyed and absolutely terrified. I smiled with my hands still outstretched for her.

“I…um…”

“Oh, go on you two!” Kiersa said, giving Giezha a playful shove.

I nodded at the others before pulling Giezha with me to find an open space to join in the dancing.

“Whoa!” one kid called out from behind. “That woman’s so tall!”

“Asher, I don’t know how to dance!” Giezha said hurriedly.

“Luckily, I don’t either!” I laughed “Let’s just do what they’re doing and enjoy ourselves.”

Giezha’s normally stoic face completely melted into panic as I looked around at the other dancing couples to pick up the routine. Mimicking the closest couple, I placed Giezha’s hand on my shoulder and held her other hand in mine. She looked at me, and I smiled reassuringly as the next song began. Following the others’ lead, I moved with Giezha, helping her find her rhythm. The tension in her large, powerful hands would have crushed my shoulder, but slowly it began to subside.

The music played, and she slowly realized nobody was watching us specifically. It was just me and her, in our own little world. Most of the dancing encompassed spinning in circles while occasionally twirling one of us around under the other’s arm.

It was hilarious watching Giezha try to bend down low enough for the dance to work. But she wasn’t just incredibly strong, she was also quite flexible. The music continued to wear on Giezha’s nerves, and her nervous muttering was replaced with excited laughs as she spun me around, much to my and the watching crowd’s enjoyment.

As the song finished, we bowed to the other's hand in unison like the others. There was a polite smattering of applause as Giezha and I took the opportunity to head back to the others.

“That was fun!” Giezha said, smiling. “I enjoyed that very much, Asher. Thank you.”

“I'm glad.”

A tap came onto my shoulder, and Kiersa had appeared from behind. She looked at me with nervous excitement plastered on her face.

“Do you mind if I take a turn?” Kiersa asked.

Giezha looked at both of us for a second before shaking her head.

“No. No, not at all. Please, dance. I’m afraid of what Asher will make me do next!”

Kiersa and I began dancing along to the next song this time in an easier rhythm than earlier. Of course, Kiersa was used to dancing to these songs and knew the steps, helping lead me from one to the next.

“Thank you for letting her go first,” I said quietly.

“Of course,” Kiersa whispered as her head rested against my shoulder. “Doesn’t mean that I’m not going to get my turn, though.”

“Of course not. In fact…do you think you could meet me in the hot springs later?”

Kiersa’s head came up so fast she nearly caught my jaw, but I managed to dodge out of the way just in time to dip Kiersa, holding onto her by the shoulder. She let out a yelp before meeting my gaze. “Do you think you can make the time?” I asked, quietly.

Kiersa didn’t say anything at first but nodded furiously, turning red in the cheeks. “That sounds perfect.”

We all continued to laugh and dance the night away, with the girls taking turns dancing with me. Whenever we grew tired, we switched to watching the crowd celebrate Murinabba before finally heading back to the inn.

* * *

Splash!

“Ahhh…I love this,” Mara sighed.

The five of us, along with Copper, decided to enjoy our personal private spring for the evening. The hot water felt so good against my tired muscles, melting away the stress with the hot water that was maybe a little too hot when you first touched it but plunged you into pure bliss once you got up to the neck.

Mara had been so excited to get in, she sank into it, splashing us with her speed. I lay against a rock while Kiersa and Uli sat on either side of me.

“How many more days of vacation do we have?” Uli asked me.

I thought back to the job description and counted the number of days that we’ve been here so far.

“I think we’ve got two more nights before we have to leave.”

“Just two?” Kiersa asked, holding onto me tight. My right arm was sandwiched comfortably between her ample breasts, and she looked at me with a malevolent grin. The blood was already starting to rush down south, which can be dangerous in a hot tub.

“Let’s just enjoy the time we have,” Uli said, keeping her eyes closed as she rested against my other arm.

We chatted and enjoyed one another’s presence as the cold winds failed to penetrate the steam and comfortable temperatures of the water. I could barely see the snowcapped mountaintops as they surrounded the small valley, but I did notice the pickup in snowfall. It was looking like more than a bluster outside brewing.

Uli and Mara were the first to leave the spring, heading back inside for a nice long sleep. Kiersa hadn’t left my side the entire time, and with only Giezha sitting in the spring, I worried about causing an awkward moment.

However, Giezha soon stretched her arms and let out a yawn. “I’m tired,” she announced, puffing out her large chest. “I think I should get some sleep.”

Giezha got out of the water and shook herself off. Kiersa began to stroke my half-erect length before Giezha turned back to us. “I’m going to, uh…put a silencing circle around myself so I can sleep in. Hopefully it doesn’t disturb, uh…anything.”

Giezha quickly hopped inside after that, leaving only Kiersa and me in the water. Kiersa and I smiled at one another, relaxing as we sat in the hot water. After a while, my hand moved, gently grazing the inner side of her thigh. Kiersa let out a tiny gasp, guiding it toward her center.

“Asher,” she whispered in a tone of false astonishment. “What are you doing?”

“Why don’t you sit at the edge and find out?” I offered.

Kiersa’s mouth opened excitedly, and she sat upright before bashfully getting out and sitting over the edge. Her legs dipped into the water up to her knees while her hands rested, looking at me innocently.

“So, what next?”

I moved over and put my hands on the inside of her legs again, pushing them open.

“Asher!”

I was now eye level with Kiersa’s exposed pussy. At first, she tried to close her legs, but instead, she opened them wider, leaning back. My hands wrapped around her thick, voluptuous thighs, moving in as I began to eat her out.

My tongue swirled around her clit, which sent a shudder down her spine. Her legs tightened, coiling around my head, squeezing tight as I began to increase in intensity.

“Oh, fuck…” Kiersa whimpered. “C-can you use your fingers t—ah!”

Before she could finish asking, I slid two fingers into Kiersa’s tight folds while continuing to tease her clit. Her legs shook as she whimpered in ecstasy. I coiled my fingers in a come-hither motion.

“Ahhh, oh Shepherd!” Kiersa moaned. “Oh fuck, Asher! I’m cumming!”

Kiersa’s cries for me grew louder, and her pussy convulsed as her legs threatened to crush my head. Her entire body vibrated, with her tits bouncing as she came. I continued teasing and nuzzling against her, drawing out her ecstasy. Kiersa’s howls of pleasure were music to my ears as my erection stood at full attention.

My own desires took over, and I released Kiersa, who fell back panting. Emerging from the hot water, I helped her up and activated the Aura. My body began to heat up, evaporating the water on me and increasing my physical attributes. I became stronger, my stamina increased, and I felt my sex drive increase as well.

Kiersa looked down as I held her in my arms, running her hands down the length of my erection. Her breath hitched, and she bit her lip looking at it.

“Asher,” she breathed, pushing her chest against me. “My legs are shaky…take me to a bed? In one of the rooms?”

I looked at her, and without a word, hoisted Kiersa’s curvy figure into my arms. I awkwardly slid the door open, revealing the others, all fast asleep in the center of the room. Just as promised, Giezha had created a silencing spell around herself, but it also surrounded Mara and Uli.

Taking the room to the left, I shut the sliding door with my foot before finding a leftover bedroll that sat in the corner. I quickly brought it to the center for a more comfortable experience before gently placing Kiersa onto the warm floor. She stared up at me with her chest heaving and smiling as she opened her legs.

“Well? Come on, stud.”

I took her invitation and knelt down before grabbing her and turning her around.

“I’ve got another idea,” I said huskily. Kiersa followed my lead and was facing away from me with her hands and knees on the ground, her plump ass up in the air.

Smack!

“Ah!” Kiersa let out a gasp as I spanked her ass and teased her clit with the head of my cock. “Asher!” she whined playfully. “I can’t take it anymore! Fuck me, already. I’m begging you!”

“As you wish,” I said, before pushing the first bit of my cock inside Kiersa.

Kiersa’s back arched, and she cooed before pushing her plump buttocks back to help slide the rest of me into her. Once fully inside, I grabbed hold of her hips and held her there. She was already as tight as can be, but as I pulled out and began to slowly pump in and out of her, Kiersa’s moans strengthened as did her pleasure.

The strokes of my cock inside her became stronger and faster as my balls slapped against her clit, further teasing Kiersa for pleasure. Her head was turned to the side, looking back at me and gasping with every thrust, trying her best to join as she threw her ass back at me.

“Asher…” Kiersa whispered while her cheeks grew red. “C-can you do that again? Where y-you spank me?”

Smack!

Rather than say anything, I responded with exactly what Kiersa asked for—smacking her ass—watching it ripple as I continued to fuck her from behind. She let out another yelp, and I could feel her tightening around me in excitement.

Smack! Smack!

I began to lay into her ass, spanking her and watching her ass grow pink while the heat of my strikes radiated.

“Oh, Asher. You bad, man.” Kiersa giggled, earning another smack. “Ah! Oh, fuck, Asher. I’m cumming!”

If she was trying to warn me, she was far too late as her pussy clenched onto me like a vice. Her head hung low as she desperately bounced her ass off my hips, begging for more.

“G-give it to me, Asher!”

“Give it to you?” I growled. “Give you what?”

“Give me your c-cum,” Kiersa begged. “I want to feel you claim me! I want you to cum deep inside me! Ash!”

I laughed haggardly and nodded, knowing that I was well on my way as well. There was no stopping the orgasm that boiled under the surface for me. It was only a matter of what would happen. But as Kiersa’s cries were matched only by the desperate squeezes of her trying to physically extract what she wanted, I felt the levee break.

“Kiersa!” I gasped, ramping up my speed. Her plump rear was so large that I could barely hold onto her as my own legs began to shake. Leaning forward, I grabbed one of her heavy breasts, massaging it as a bead of sweat rolled down my brow. The next thing I knew, there was a twinge in my core, and a cascade of bliss washed over me.

“Asher!”

I groaned at the sensations, burying myself deep into Kiersa as I came. Several ropes shot out into Kiersa, and my body went into autopilot, continuing to thrust deep into her. The orgasm Kiersa had been having magnified as her voice cracked, and her legs and hips shook violently.

“Shepherd save me,” Kiersa whimpered. “Oh gods, I feel it. Asher…”

What little strength Kiersa had in her legs and hands disappeared as she collapsed onto her stomach. My seed leaked out from her as she lay there for a moment, panting. I, however, realized I was still very hard. And very, very much still in the mood.

Kiersa rolled onto her back, and her eyes bugged out, realizing I was at full mast. Her eyes blinked several times as a greedy look crossed her face, before opening her legs up.

“You’re such a bad man, Asher. I love it.”

I was on top of her in a flash, and my hand gently caressed her face. I kissed her slowly, savoring her taste. As the kiss broke apart, my heart began to flutter.

“I love you, Kiersa.”

“Oh, Asher…”


Chapter 11

Kiersa and I slept that night holding on to each other long into the morning. I slept a deep, wonderful, kind of sleep that could only happen in Kiersa’s arms. Being a devout follower of Ihena, the Goddess of Dreams, certainly had its advantages. However, something woke me up from my rest. It was something that you only experienced in certain parts of the world back on Earth. The moment when you wake up, because it’s suddenly too quiet.

I woke up with Kiersa’s arm wrapped over me, and her soft breath tickling my neck. The lights were all out, and it was almost pitch black in the room, save for a bit of light from firestones still lit up outside. Uli, Mara, and Giezha were all asleep, while Copper snoozed at Giezha’s feet. I carefully slipped out from Kiersa’s grasp, causing her to mumble something and turn to the other side before pulling the covers tighter over herself.

It was completely silent and so dark, it reminded me of a sensory deprivation tank—even though I’d never been in one, this was similar to what I thought it would feel like. Except for the part where I’m floating in an inch of water instead of standing up. I gently slid open the door to take a peak outside.

“Whoa…” I whispered.

Heavy snowfall poured from the sky like a thick sheet. Large packs of snow fell like a curtain down onto the ground. There was at least a foot of snow surrounding the springs, and the normally steaming water still felt warm, but it did not radiate nearly as much as before.

“Looks like our stay is going to be extended,” I thought to myself before quietly shutting the door and crawling back under the covers. It had gotten chilly in the room, and if I wanted to stay warm, I would have to get nice and close to Kiersa’s beautiful bare figure under the covers.

“What’s going on?” Kiersa whispered as I put my arms around her.

“Nothing, beautiful,” I whispered. “We’ll talk about it in the morning.”

I followed that up with a kiss to the back of her neck, and she let out a soft, excited breath.

“That feels wonderful, Asher,” she whispered. “After a moment, I felt some of the blood in my head began to rush down, which Kiersa took notice of and began to rub her butt against my expanding member.

“Didn’t tire you out already?” she teased.

“I’ll never be too tired for you,” I said, pulling her closer.

After a few more hours of sleep, along with some other activity, a knock came at the door.

“Hello!” It was the innkeeper’s son. “Breakfast is ready!”

Before I could finish opening my eyes, Mara had bolted up from the ground looking around.

“Breakfast!” she cheered. Mara took two steps across the floor before grabbing herself and shivering. “Oooh! Chilly!” she squealed.

“Just wait ’til you look outside,” I said, stretching my arms out and walking to my pack to grab some clothes. “Hey, who stole my green tunic? I was going to wear that today!”

“Heehee…”

Uli was already wearing a combination of my extra trousers rolled up at the ankles and one of my shirts, which hung on her small petite frame like a gown. The short spiky front of her hair had gotten messy in her sleep while some of the braids on the backside needed to be redone. She had a steaming cup of tea in her hands and looked out the door.

“We’re going to be stuck here for a little bit,” Uli mused as she played with Copper rolling around trying to get her attention in her lap.

* * *

At the breakfast table, we discussed how the snow had just come in overnight and what it meant for everyone.

“Does that mean the festival has been postponed?” Giezha asked the question as she stood up with a mane of her long black curls left in an absolute mess.

“Oh, don’t worry the festival,” the Innkeeper tutted while we enjoyed a hearty breakfast of lentils, rice, and seared veggies. Our plates were all stacked impressively high as she continued to dole out seconds for everybody.

“And, Solias, did you make sure to get the others up for breakfast?” she asked her son.

“No, mom. I tried to wake them up but they didn’t respond when I knocked on the door.”

The innkeeper furrowed her brow for a moment, staring at her son. He wilted under her gaze before she smiled at him and patted his head. “Eh, for the best. Murinabba knows that they probably got too excited in all of the festivities and decided to sleep in.”

“D’you think so?” Mara asked me.

I responded with a shrug of my shoulders as I helped myself to the rice. There was some kind of seasoning in it that gave it a delicious flavor riding the line between salty and savory. And after the surprising amount of physical work that we had done, I had a hellacious appetite.

Whoosh!

A burst of air whipped into the dining room and sent a chill down my spine as a few plates nearly upturned before getting caught at the last second.

“Hm. That wind is getting bad, I will admit,” the innkeeper murmured. “I might suggest you all make arrangements to stay as long as you need. The storm might not let up for another day or so.”

The peace of our breakfast had been interrupted by the chilly wind, but what came next was even worse.

“Help!” a voice called from down the hall. The voice was broken and panicked. “Help! Somebody!”

Running into the dining room was the mother from the day before. She sprinted toward the innkeeper and grabbed onto her shoulders, panting and trying to calm herself enough to speak.

“What’s going on?” Uli and I asked at the same time.

“My daughter, Kabili!” the woman cried. “She must have gotten out this morning during the storm! When I tried to wake her for breakfast. She wasn’t in her bed, and she was gone!”

Uli stood up and walked to the woman, speaking with a calming voice, “We can help. Where do you think she could have gone?”

The woman looked at me with pain and tears plastered on her face as she shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t know where she could have gone. I don’t know why she would’ve left!”

“Do you have something of hers?” I asked.

She nodded and pulled a golden lotus leaf from her pocket. “This is hers…this is Kabili’s. Please, please help me find my baby!”

Taking the lotus leaf, I nodded. All five of us ran out the door with only our clothes and basic equipment on.

“I’ll try to see if I can retrace the girl’s steps with some of my magic,” Giezha said. “We can go to her room to see if there are traces of her on her bed.”

“What good will that do?” Kiersa asked.

“I might be able to find the path she took. It’s a theory—”

“But we don’t have time for theories,” Kiersa interrupted, brushing past as she quickly threw on her clothes. “I’m going to the temple. Perhaps some divine intervention could help us. Maybe the seer knows something as well.”

“You’re going to trust a so-called psychic over Giezha?” I demanded.

Kiersa stopped in her tracks and turned around at me with a defiant expression. “Do not use this time to question my faith,” she warned.

I didn’t say anything but scowled at her. “I’m not doing that. I’m asking you not to question any of us.”

“Enough,” Uli said firmly. “Asher, are you going to be the team leader or are you going to try and put a wedge between all of us?”

Uli’s question rattled me, and color ran up the back of my neck in embarrassment. I shook my head and tried to ground myself.

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “You’re right. What we need to do is chase down every possibility we can. Copper!” I called out.

Copper had skipped breakfast and was still sleeping on the blanket Giezha had used the night before. When he heard me, his head perked up and he stretched, having turned back into his smaller draconic form.

“Can you find the girl who had this?” I asked, getting down on one knee and putting the lotus leaf in front of his nose. “Find her and bring her back to us safely. If you can’t do that, come find me and show me where she is.”

Copper looked at me for a moment, blinking several times as he tried to discern what I was saying.

“Find the girl,” I said, pointing at the lotus leaf.

He looked at the leaf, gave it a few tentative sniffs, then trilled at me, confused, before taking several long sniffs.

“Gawooooiii!” Copper screeched before jumping into the air with a single flap of his wings. He zipped out into the snowstorm, throwing the doors open in our room.

“He should be able to find us even in the snowstorm,” I explained to the others. “This isn’t very different from his home environment, from what I can tell.”

“Let’s search the town and see if anyone saw or heard anything that could lead us to the girl,” Uli said. “I’ll try to talk to the other party and see if I can convince them to join us. I’ll catch up with you at the town square.”

We all nodded and went our separate ways.

Outside, it was a near-total whiteout, but the dense collection of firestones and lanterns helped cut through the snowfall and wind. A search party of about a dozen people were already out looking for Kabili, calling her name into the storm. Instead of joining them, we followed the grieving mother back to her home.

The inside was simple: a large room with an upstairs loft fitted with two cots. The older brother was speaking furiously with an older man as the mother rocked back and forth, holding her hands together and sobbing quietly while we inspected the area.

“Is this the bed she would sleep in?” Giezha asked.

The mother nodded, and Giezha began working through her magical repertoire, trying to find a way to locate the girl through magic. Giezha had recreated a crime scene before; perhaps she could use that experience to her advantage.

The door opened, letting in a fresh burst of cold air as Uli appeared, bundled up with her nose and face red from the wind. She quickly shut the door behind her and swore under her breath. Uli looked at me and nodded to follow her to an empty corner of the home.

“I tried to rouse the troops, but their room is empty,” Uli growled. “Seems like they left before the snow got bad.”

“Ran out of town?” Mara surmised.

“Either that or they were onto the next scheme. Any word from the temple?” I asked.

Mara shook her head, explaining that neither the seer nor any of the attempts at attaining information from the divines were having any effect or any use.

“Damn,” I grunted to myself. I felt useless in a situation like this. I wasn’t a tracker. My magic wasn’t made to find people. All I could do was blow things up at this point. We didn’t have many leads and worst of all, Copper had not returned.

“It’s okay, son,” the man said, putting a hand on the young boy’s shoulder. “You’ve done what you can.”

“I haven’t done anything!” the boy said, shoving the man’s arm off him. “I should be out there looking for Kabili!”

The man didn’t react to the shove and put the hand back on the boy’s shoulder. “Is there anything that she talked about that could give you a clue as to what was going on?”

The boy shook his head as a stream of tears ran down the sides of his face. “No! She didn’t say anything. Last night or this morning.”

Giezha continued her magical incantation from upstairs, and part of the room began to glow with red magical light.

“What’s that?” the boy asked, turning to us.

‘Giezha’s trying to find a clue to where your sister’s gone,” I explained. “Now, please try to think as hard as you can. Was there anything exciting going on that she couldn’t stop talking about? Any stories she heard or had been telling? Just talking about it?”

The boy shook his head for a moment. “No, the only stories being talked about last night were just about the missing Golden Lotus. But everybody knows that it’s not meant to be found.”

I arched a brow, taking a step closer. “Did it seem like Kabili might be the type to try and find it herself? Had anyone said they were going to find it?”

“I found it,” Giezha said from upstairs, holding a small diary. “And I think I know exactly where she was headed.”

Giezha jumped from the top and landed beside Mara and me, with a small book in her hand. She pointed to a passage written in a shaky, childlike script.

I’m going to be an adventurer, just like the people in town! I’m going to find the Golden Lotus. I heard the mean elf and dwarf talk about where it is! Mount Kianai. When I find it, I’ll be a hero and get lots of treasure as a reward.

They say it’s never been found, but I know where it is. I know it in my soul and my blood.

There was a small splotch of blood on the girl’s journal, glowing with the same bright red light that Giezha used when we had to recreate the scene of a zombie attack back home in Naled.

The woman looked at it in disbelief, shaking her head. “She’s going to freeze!”

“Then we don’t have a moment to lose,” I said.

We all rushed out the door, which opened just as I was about to push it, leaving me face to face with Kiersa. We both yelped and jumped back before she grabbed me and pulled my arm.

“Asher! One of the maidens had a vision!” she exclaimed.

“What kind?” Giezha asked.

“Not a good one. Wolves.”

“Wolves?” I asked.

“Yes. Wolves. Kabili…she’s surrounded by them in the vision.”

“Did you hear where?”

“No,” Kiersa admitted. “But I think that that might be what happened to the girl. She got lost in the forest. She was going to Mount Kianai.”

“To look for the Golden Lotus,” Giezha explained. “Mara, can you track them? Can you try to find wolf tracks to see if we can find Kabili?”

Mara nodded and took the lead as we ran from the outskirts of the town toward the shadow of Mount Kianai.

“Good thing we had you both on the job,” I said, looking at Kiersa and Giezha.

They smiled at me appreciatively as we followed Mara. Before becoming an adventurer and fighter of the highest caliber, Mara had been a hunter. She had grown up hunting with her father and providing for her family. Tracking was a specialty of hers, and even in such a powerful snowstorm, she was hot on the trail. Giezha and I provided magical lights to cut through the snow, along with fire to ease the path as we trudged through what had become two feet of snow just in the past day.

If it were not for the blessings of Murinabba, the town of Ineska would’ve surely already been crushed by this blizzard. The howling winds deafened anything that didn’t come from directly beside you, and it made it almost impossible to discern the howling from the mountains from the howling of hungry, angry wolves.

Mara slowed down and looked around, trying to find the next clue. Even if there were footprints, they’d be covered by the snow. Kiersa panted as we tried to follow Mara up a steep hill banked with snow. It was hard to tell what parts Mara was climbing versus running up, and were it not for her heavy jacket, she’d be almost impossible to find in these conditions.

However, none of that mattered to Mara. Her ears were pinned back, and her eyes were forward, trying to find Kabili. I wondered to myself, as I helped Kiersa climb the steep hill, whether the little girl was like her youngest brother, Nol.

After another half hour of trudging up the mountain, Mara put a hand up and stopped all of us, looking around.

“Listen,” she whispered.

The howls of the wind were just as terrible, and the blinding snowfall kept it. My vision was barely past thirty feet, but still I heard something off in the distance. It was a loud, echoing cry that was more metallic than any normal beast.

“Gawoooiii!” The screech rang from a distance.

“Copper,” I whispered.

Copper’s screech in his draconic form rose over the mountains as he screamed in anger. Slowly, as my listening focused on it, I could hear the snapping of jaws and barking wolves. There was a fight going on nearby, and it sounded bad. Mara had figured out the direction and pointed the way for us.

“Come on!” Mara urged.

We all rushed across the flat plain, which was free of the dense trees, as we followed the noise until we had found the source. Copper was standing in front of a wall of stone in an open field, while wolves surrounded him from every direction. His orange eyes flitted from one wolf to the next as flames threatened to explode from his throat.

“Graaaggh!” Copper screamed as he sat backed into a corner, up against a sheer cliffside that had snuck up on us.

Copper’s teeth smashed as he revealed his true size—larger, closer to a full-grown buck deer than his typical, tiny form. As flames licked the side of his lipless maw, a pack of nearly a dozen wolves barked and snapped, their jaws growling and edging toward the young dragon.

“Why isn’t he flying away?” Kiersa asked. “Is he hurt?”

“No,” I said, pointing to the dragon. Just behind Copper’s wing was a tiny shaking hand, hiding behind him. “He found Kabili.”

The wolf snapped its jaws again before leaping toward Copper. He let out a hiss, ready to attack, until…

Thwip! Thwip! Thwip!

Three arrows slammed into the wolf’s head and shoulder, knocking it off course. It let out a yelp, falling to the ground dead.

The other wolves turned around in surprise before howling at the lot of us. We had snuck up on them from downwind. By sheer luck, our scent hadn’t warned the wolves of our approach, and we weren’t attacked from the depths of the blizzard.

The majority of the wolves made the snap decision to attack us instead of Copper. A half dozen arrows quickly loosed from Mara’s bow, flying through the air and taking down another wolf.

I charged forward with my sword in one hand and a small pocket-sized rod with a button in the other. Two wolves leapt at me at the same time, and I ducked underneath, pressing the small button.

Click, pow!

A large spear with a shaft six feet long exploded in my hand, puncturing the ribcage of one wolf. The momentum of the charging beast carried it over the top and buried the spear even deeper, nearly puncturing the other side. I yanked the spear free and slashed out at the other wolf. The side of the spear smacked into its jaw. It tried to bite at the spear to yank it away from me.

But before it could, I clicked the spear’s button, retracting it just as the jaws snapped where the spear would have been. I threw a hand out in front of the wolf’s face.

“Ignis!” I screamed.

An explosion of flames burst from my hand, devouring the wolf in my powerful ball of fire. The wolf screamed in agony before falling down like a burnt husk.

Kzzzt! Kzzzt!

A pair of electric bolts arced from Giezha’s staff, zapping two other wolves charging at her, while Uli disappeared from my vision entirely. It was hard keeping track of so many things at once.

“Kiersa!” Giezha called out.

Although most of the wolves were already on the ground dead, two more had made a beeline for Kiersa. In my attempt to lead from the front, I had left our healer completely undefended, like a total moron.

“Gerona…synphanos…matae!”

The two wolves howled in agony as a giant bright light appeared right in front of their faces, blinding them for just a moment.

Shink!

Mara reappeared from the snowfall and buried another set of arrows in one wolf before stabbing the other through its skull. Blood spattered the ground, hissing against the freezing temperature before immediately disappearing underneath the snowfall.

“I got the girl!” Uli shouted ahead of us.

Sure as can be, she was carrying a small girl who curled up against Uli as she ran away from the battle. One lone wolf remained, ready to chase after Uli, except somebody had something to say about that.

“Raaaaagh!”

Copper let out a deafening roar before he flew low against the ground, causing a torrent of snow to fly into the air. The wolf turned its head and saw its mistake, trying to speed up and lose Copper in the thicket of trees. However, it was far too late.

Copper crashed into the wolf with another screech, followed shortly by a blast of flame and the sound of ripping flesh. The wolf tried to escape the brutal attack, but Copper’s claws were sunk far too deep into the wolf for it to escape. He claimed his prize, unseen by any of us thanks to the visibility and unheard over the deafening winds.

We all caught up with Uli after a moment as our collective caught our breaths.

“How is she?” Kiersa asked.

“Cold, but she’s breathing,” Uli grunted.

“Give her to me.”

Kiersa picked up Kabili from Uli’s hands and held her against her body, whispering a prayer and coating the girl in healing magic.

“Her body temperature’s low, but she’s unharmed,” Kiersa said, looking down at the shivering Kabili.

We continued our way down the mountainside, and the shivering girl finally poked her head out from Kiersa’s shoulder. Her whole face was pink, and she looked positively terrified.

“Thank you,” she squeaked. “I’m sorry I tried to take the Golden Lotus before you could…”

“Well, we weren’t the ones that stopped the wolves at first,” I said, looking around to see if Copper had followed us yet. “Do you know what happened?”

The girl nodded her head, and I began to panic.

“One of the mountain spirits was sent by Murinabba to save me!” she explained. “It was like a giant eagle had dropped out from the sky, but then its feathers began to molt, and its scaly body warmed me up!” the girl said excitedly. “It was like nothing I’d ever seen before!”

“Did it hurt you?” Kiersa asked.

“No, no! It saved me. And then you all…you fought the wolves. But where did the mountain spirit go?”

“Oh, I’m sure he’s around somewhere,” I said, attempting to sound innocent.

Mara giggled and elbowed Uli in the ribs. As the others began to laugh, the girl joined in, clearly unaware of the joke. However, we had done it.

The day had been saved, and Kabili was safe.


Chapter 12

We were given a hero’s welcome by the thankful citizens of Ineska when we returned to the inn with little Kabili in tow. Her mother tearfully thanked us, while the locals celebrated her safe return. Overall, it was about as good a result as we could have hoped for.

The celebration quickly turned into a festival of its own, with music and more celebration right here at the Ineska Inn and Springs. I was almost sorry not to see Demira, Tulgreg, and maybe even Seros. Maybe…

“Three cheers for the saviors of the mountains!” Called Kabili’s older brother.

The crowd cheered and toasted to our health, which the girls and I graciously accepted. I sipped from a free mug of ale given to me by the innkeeper and watched the revelry continue. The girls danced, save for Giezha, who sat beside me, trying to read. Copper was sleeping off the impromptu meal in the room and likely splashing around in the springs when he wasn’t busy sleeping.

“We were supposed to have our morning exercise,” Giezha noted, scanning the page.

“Oh, I’m aware,” I chuckled. “I think sprinting through the mountains and fending off wolves counts as exercise.”

Giezha made a noncommittal noise but smiled to herself. Giezha glanced at Kabili, who was dancing happily with her mother and brother.

“It’s such a small thing sometimes,” she said softly. “The first thing you ever fought were wolves. Bigger and more dangerous than the ones today.”

“Yeah with giant spikes out of their fucking heads.”

Giezha nodded and rested her hand on my lap. “And yet, the impact of this is so much greater. We saved a young girl’s life. Kept a small family together, stopped a community from breaking…all because it was the right thing to do.”

“Couldn’t have said it better myself,” I replied, tracing circles on the back of her hand with my thumb. Uli, Mara, and Kiersa laughed and danced together in the center of the hall while people clapped along. “For them, doing the right thing can be easy. And sometimes it can be hard,” I continued. “Sometimes you don’t know what the right thing is. You just have to trust yourself.”

Giezha tilted her head. “I know. But sometimes saving someone isn’t that easy. You try…and you fail. Or worse.”

“Sometimes, when you try to throw yourself in front of danger, you accidentally push someone into it,” I said.

Giezha’s eyes flicked to mine, and her gaze weakened, understanding the subtext of what I had meant. “I see…” she whispered. “I’m sorry I wasn’t honest with you.”

I lifted her hand and kissed her knuckles.

“You were trying to save me,” I said quietly. “But you hurt me.”

“I did.”

“You didn’t mean to.”

“I didn’t,” she repeated.

A single tear slipped from Giezha’s right eye as she stiffened her bottom lip.

“I am so sorry,” she said, voice cracking. “I don’t think I’ll ever stop being sorry for it.”

“I know,” I murmured. “And I forgive you, Giezha. Please don’t ever think I don’t. You rushed into a situation I couldn’t even begin to understand.”

I let out a small laugh. “My parents have been dead for most of my life, and my grandparents were a retired plumber and a grocery store worker. Not the chief of a tribe with siblings that wanted to take my head.”

Giezha gave a watery laugh through her tears.

“And all the while, you were trying to protect me. Uli, Mara, Kiersa, the Guild, the town…you were overwhelmed.” She squeezed my hand as more tears slipped down her cheeks. “But it could have been worse. You could’ve done what Anastasia did to me.”

At some point, Giezha and I had stepped out onto the porch, away from the noise and warmth of the party. The wind was cold, but we didn’t care.

She leaned into my shoulder, quietly sobbing. “I’m so sorry, Asher,” she whispered. “I just wanted to keep you safe. I worried that my father would’ve killed you. More than worried, I knew it! In my heart of hearts, I thought he’d kill you for sure. I’m sorry I didn’t trust your strength.”

“It’s not that you didn’t trust me,” I said, stroking her hair. “You were scared and trying to protect me. I love you, Giezha. I really, really do.”

“I know you do,” she whispered, looking at me with those beautiful, silver eyes. “I really, really, really, really love you.”

I kissed her neck, and she let out a long, sad sigh before kissing me back, holding me close.

“I owe the girls an apology too,” she said after a moment. “I already apologized, but I know it’ll take Kiersa longer to accept it. If she ever does.”

“It’ll come,” I whispered. “Still, we saved Kabili, and the town wants to celebrate us. Why don’t we?”

Giezha smiled, wiping her eyes and nodding.

“Fine. But I’m going to toss you all over the dance floor!”

I laughed as she dragged me back inside. “Now that sounds like a plan.”

We danced the rest of the night as the blizzard trapped us all inside. The innkeeper was happy to accommodate everyone who was too drunk or too full of the spirit of Murinabba to leave, and everyone seemed happy to pay their keep. Kiersa, Mara, and Giezha went to bed early, but Uli and I stayed up for a splash in the hot springs.

“Ahhh…” I whispered, settling into the crystal-clear water. It rippled gently from the warm mountain source.

“Mind if I sit with you?” Uli asked.

I turned and saw that she was stark naked with her hands on her hips, smirking.

“Please do,” I said, gesturing.

Uli dipped a toe into the water before sliding in next to me. She exhaled softly, glancing around. Her face seemed perplexed, before grimacing.

“This spot’s not comfortable,” she muttered.

“Want me to scoot over?” I offered.

Uli looked around innocently with her index finger tapping her chin. “No…I’ve got a better idea.”

She barely made a ripple as she swung onto my lap, straddling me with her knees on either side.

“That’s much better,” she said, taking one of my hands and placing it on her thigh.

I chuckled, wrapping my other arm around her waist. “Water hot enough for you?”

“Oh, it’s plenty hot in here,” she whispered, rubbing her hand on mine.

For a while, we just sat in silence, holding each other while the springs worked their magic.

“You did well leading the charge,” Uli said, wiggling her butt slightly on my lap.

“I left Kiersa wide open,” I muttered. “She could’ve gotten hurt.”

“Maybe,” Uli replied. “But she held her own. We need to trust her to take care of herself. We’ve all got our roles on the team.” Uli brushed a strand of hair behind my ear. “You, Giezha, and Mara took the brunt of the wolves. I slipped through and got Kabili out. If Copper had panicked, it could’ve gone badly.”

Uli’s lithe back and trim frame invited my hands to feel every tight curve before her gorgeous golden eyes met mine, and my hand rested on her hips. “I swear you blink in and out of existence,” I whispered.

Uli smirked and kissed the underside of my jaw. “I’m surprised I slipped from your sight so easy. Watching you dispatch those wolves was…distracting.”

“Distracting?”

“Oh yes. Seeing those muscles of yours in action. The way your face gets all serious…it was hard to focus.”

Her slender fingers ran up my neck, twisting into my hair. My heart pounded as her golden eyes came into focus. Uli’s eyes became hungry, and she bit her lips, letting out a breathy sigh.

“Seeing you take charge like that…” she whispered. “The way your voice gets that low, confident timbre.”

“You’re one to talk,” I said, leaning in. “You’re like a shadow. Silent. Deadly. But those golden eyes give you away.”

“Do they?” she asked innocently.

Her pupils shifted, not slits now but hearts.

“I’ve always got my eyes on you, Uli,” I whispered, pulling her up against me.

Uli let out a soft gasp, grinding against my now stiffened cock. “Then show me,” she whispered.

Uli kissed me hungrily, wrapping her arms around me. Her fangs poked and prodded at my bottom lip while her breaths tickled my neck. Her nails scratched the back of my head as she gripped my head.

“You woke Mara and me up the other night,” Uli growled in my ears before kissing the side of my neck.

“I did?”

Uli continued riding the edge of my cock, and her breath hitched for a moment. “You and Kiersa. With you two fucking like that, how could anyone sleep?”

“But the silencing spell should’ve taken care of that.” I gently massaged one of her pert breasts, this time kissing her neck and up to her ear.

Uli’s voice rose an octave, but she continued talking as I nibbled her. “A-ah! Y-you two were fucking so hard th-the vibrations woke us up. You were ruthless, Asher!”

“I’m sorry,” I whispered in her ear. “Could I make it better for you?”

Uli shuddered as she lay into me, holding on. “You better.”

“Deal,” I said, wrapping my hands around Uli’s tight ass.

With two awkward steps, I carried Uli out of the spring. She sat with my cock hotdogging her ass while standing on the warm stone floor. I slowly pulled Uli back and forth, riding the edge of my cock and teasing her clit.

“Oh, fuck, Asher…” Uli said, looking down. “We…should dry off first.”

“We should?” I asked.

Uli nodded and pointed to a stone bench near the washing pool with a single towel. I sat us down on the bench, absently grabbing the towel. Uli looked down and extended an arm out, which I slowly and methodically used to dry her off. She then took it and rubbed the towel on my chest. The soft, plush texture was wonderful, only to be punctuated by her kissing my chest before trailing down.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

Uli paid me no mind, drying off my abdomen and then down toward my crotch. However, instead of the towel, Uli grasped my cock in one hand and used the other to fondle my balls. She looked up at me while on her knees and began absently stroking me.

“I—ah…I thought we were drying each other off?” I asked.

Uli licked her teeth, leaning down. “Just you,” Uli murmured before licking the side of my cock. “I’m already nice and wet for you, so why ruin it.”

“Cheeky—ahhh!”

Uli opened her mouth wide and began sucking me off while still using one hand to stroke the base. Her mouth warbled as she moaned, playing with herself. Her mouth slid up and down half my cock, taking what she could while swirling her tongue, never once breaking eye-contact.

Those beautiful golden orbs locked onto me, tearing into my very soul with her intense gaze.

“Uli, if you do that, I’ll—”

“What?” she asked innocently, opening her mouth and releasing me from her lips. “Don’t tell me you can’t handle a little teasing?”

Uli didn’t say anything, instead choosing to speed up how she stroked me, smiling as she did. It was amazing feeling her petite hands wrapped around the base, deftly stroking near the tip. But this wasn’t her trying to get me off. Uli was trying to rile me up.

And it was working.

“Uli!” I said, suddenly standing up.

Her hand recoiled, and she looked up from the ground, patiently waiting for my next move. This was what she wanted, of course. She’d been trying to get me into a wild state. Her eyes were wide, and the heart-shaped pupils had grown in size. She was so excited, she probably didn’t even realize she was still playing with herself, teasing her clit as she looked at me.

Bending down, I picked Uli up and lifted her eye level, spreading her legs and holding her by the knees with the crooks of my arms. The prideful teasing was gone from Uli’s face and instead, she watched as I lined up the head of my cock with her tight, pink pussy.

She slid down with ease for the first few inches and wrapped her arms around my neck, looking at me helplessly. Uli was impossibly tight, but even as petite as she was, I watched her raise her tight body up, before helping push herself down.

“Ohhhh fuck, Ash. I might be in danger.”

I kissed Uli’s neck, methodically pushing the rest of myself into her. Her voice warbled before I pulled out, raising her back up and kissing her. I teased Uli in short half-thrusts, kissing her all the while.

“The only danger you’re in is getting tired out,” I whispered.

Her hands clenched, and her voice hitched between desperate moans of my names.

“Oh, fuck that’s good. Asher! M-more!”

Chuckling, I knew I had no choice but to give my beautiful, half-goblin lover exactly what she wanted. The strokes became longer, and her body began to bounce more aggressively as I pulled and pushed her body, curling Uli with my biceps as I thrust into her with my cock.

It was almost too easy; she was so light. But as I continued fucking her, the sounds of our bodies began to fill the air, mixing with her cries of pleasure. She was so tight, and her high-pitched cries were so sweet that I knew I wouldn’t last long in this position.

“Uli!” I gasped, feeling the sensation already washing over me. “I’m gonna cum!”

“Yes!” she whispered, holding on tight and pressing her head against me. “Give it to me, love! Cum with me! I want it.”

Love. That was her word. The name that Uli had given me whenever she was feeling extra affectionate. And the way she said it, so gently and so truly, hit me right between the crosshairs. I shuddered at her words and looked her in the eyes.

“Uli,” I strained. “I love you!”

“Asher!”

Thrusting with all of my strength, I buried myself deep into Uli, feeling her spasm on my cock, matching my orgasm with her own. I felt myself pulsing with every shot as Uli and I stared into each other’s eyes, crying out for one another.

The strength of the orgasm had my legs feeling like jelly, and I stumbled back to the bench, nearly cracking my head as I sat down. Uli rested her head on my chest, still not letting go of me as we both panted, feeling the intensity of the moment drowning us both. I wrapped my arms around Uli, desperate to hold onto her for as long as possible. After a few moments, our breathing slowed, and we fell into a comfortable silence. The only noise was the sound of the bubbling water in the spring.

“That was amazing,” I whispered, stroking Uli’s head.

She let out a satisfied noise, tracing her finger on my shoulder. “I’ll say. This is definitely the best vacation ever…”

I helped Uli wash up and prepare to join the others in bed. We’d managed not to wake anyone else and tried to hop into the bedrolls. But before we could, a sudden noise came.

Thump! Thump! Thump!

Footsteps pounded toward the door.

I threw an arm out in front of Uli, ready to protect her.

“Help!” Came a voice. “Please help!”

We looked at each other as Uli’s ears perked. We both recognized who it was calling for help.

Kiersa groaned from her room, “What’s going on? Are you two still fuc—?”

“Please, somebody!” the voice cried again.

Kiersa’s head shot up. “That’s Demira,” she said, bolting upright.

Mara and Giezha emerged, alert. I rushed to open the door. Demira stood there, hood askew, her face scratched and bleeding. She was panting heavily, and her eyes were wild.

“What happened?” I asked. “Where’s Tulgreg and Seros?”

“The mountains!” Demira gasped. “We heard a rumor that the lotus was up there. Seros said we should go. So, we went before the blizzard came in, but then…”

“The blizzard caught you?” Uli asked.

“S-sort of. We found a temple that was supposed to have an entrance to the place where the Golden Lotus rests. But then these ghostly ice monsters attacked and the…the entrance did something funny. We got transported into the caves, but the wraiths and other monsters found us there too. Seros and Tulgreg told me to run. Said they’d hold them off.”

“When was this?” I asked.

“An hour ago,” she admitted. “We’d been in the caves over a day. I slid all the way down the side of the mountain to get here.”

“We’ll help,” Giezha said, already geared up. “Lead the way.”

Uli scratched the back of her head and sighed. “You heard the woman, let’s get moving!”

I nodded, heart already racing. “Time for another rescue mission.”


Chapter 13

The snow and the wind had finally let up from the near two days of pounding it had given to Ineska and the mountain range.

Demira took us on a different path than the one we had gone on to save Kabili. Instead of going directly up, it wound back and forth using the natural slopes of the hills and then shifted toward its northern face.

“When we were searching for clues to the Golden Lotus, Seros heard rumors about it being in the mountains.” Demira puffed as she led us through a flat plane with sparse trees. “Then he learned about an old temple to goddess Murinabba and said it was our best bet to find the secret entrance to the location of the Golden Lotus.”

“How did he know where it was?” Uli asked before Demira turned around and pulled out a small pendant.

It was a firestone shaped like a tiny ball of fire with thin flames at the top and a small flickering light at its center.

“I’m from here and a follower of Murinabba. I told him about the temple, and Seros connected it with his research. This was the path we were supposed to go on,” she explained. “But the blizzard knocked us off course. We were forced to take shelter in a cave, only to be attacked. It was either luck or Murinabba’s intervention that we found the temple.”

Demira pointed to a building that appeared over the hill surrounded by dense trees. It was a wooden shack with the roof caved in.

“Be prepared,” she whispered. “The monsters that attacked us will likely be waiting.”

Once close to the building, we saw that this temple had completely dilapidated on the inside as well as the out. A few tables and benches sat askew with snow drift piled high on the interior as well as embanked from the caved-in roof. However, the back of the temple still seemed to be normal.

A small altar with a stone statue of Murinabba, almost the exact same as the one down in Ineska, stood proud and pristinely. The statue radiated a small bit of warmth as we drew closer.

“This is where I came out from the mountains,” Demira explained.

“How?” Giezha asked, looking around.

“I prayed to escape and Murinabba listened.” Demira gently touched her necklace and took a deep breath. “And now I have to pray to go back so that we can rescue Seros and Tulgreg.”

“Waaiii.”

Our ears perked up as Copper let out a low growl on my shoulder. It suddenly sounded as if there was a howling wind outside. Shadows began looming into the room, and we all readied our weapons.

“Get praying, Demira,” I warned.

“Waiiii!”

With a shriek, three figures appeared against the doorway. Large, misty, blue figures with serpentine faces and cold, empty eyes howled with the slight visage of hands extending outward.

“Ice wraiths!” Kiersa called out. “Don’t let them touch you. They can freeze your limbs off!”

Twhip! Twhip!

A pair of arrows slipped from Mara’s bow and went straight for the center one. However, they both passed back—or phased—through the creature entirely, landing in the snowfall, burying deep.

“Shit,” Mara hissed.

“I can banish them,” Kiersa said, taking several steps back and kneeling onto the ground with her hands clasped. “Just try to keep them away from us.”

Plink, plink, plink!

Icicles with razor sharp edges flew from the creature’s bodies and exploded against the walls as well as the tip of my spear, blocking one attack at the last second.

Foosh!

Searing hot fire exploded from Giezha’s staff like a wave crashing into the monsters.

The monsters hissed in pain before producing their own icy whirlwind to combat the flaming torrent.

“Asher, help!” Giezha grunted, pouring on the fire.

“Right,” I said, borrowing the spear and putting both hands out, producing a large wave of flames that connected with Giezha’s to combat the ice wraiths.

The fire burned against the icy wind, trying to overpower the three ice wraiths, while Kiersa and Demira prayed to their respective goddesses.

Silver and blue light cloaked Kiersa as sweat poured from her brow. She squeezed her hands, furiously muttering a prayer of salvation until there was a popping noise.

As one of the wraiths slid out, a radiant light cloaked it, and the icy wind faltered slightly before…

KAKOOOOM!

The ice wraith exploded into blue and white powder before the other two screamed as the light once again enveloped them.

“Push!” Giezha urged me, pouring more mana into my fire spells.

The flames grew in power from Giezha and my increased output, overpowering the monsters.

“Waiiiii!”

The radiant light mixed with the magical flames, completely covering the ice wraiths from all angles. As they were burned and blasted away into nothingness, the flames subsided as the radiant light dimmed.

Giezha, Kiersa, and I all panted, looking at our handiwork. The ice wraiths were defeated, and we had only done minor structural damage to the door’s frame.

“I think I have it,” Demira panted.

Kshhiiing!

With a twinkle of light and a ghastly noise, a circle made of purple light expanded on the ground. Energy rippled from its edges and crackled as it grew. The ground beneath us trembled slightly before the glowing circle stabilized. A ghostly view of another space appeared in the circle, slowly becoming clearer. At first, it was wavy and unclear, like looking into a pool as the water collided with itself at the surface.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen a perspective change from a portal like this,” Giezha noted, looking at the portal studiously. “Is it supposed to do that?”

Demira panted and laughed between breaths. “I don’t think so, but I think that it should take us close to the others.”

“Let’s go,” I said, taking a step forward.

Vvoooomp!

“What the—?”

The magical energy began to crackle from the portal as it shook the ground around it.

“Hurry!” Giezha shouted. “The portal’s collapsing!”

Grabbing Kiersa, I pulled her close, and she held onto me. As we both jumped into the portal, I heard the others falling behind me as a rushing noise overtook my ear, and it was like I was flying through the air at impossible speeds.

For a moment, my body couldn’t tell what direction it was standing in or where it was as my equilibrium tried to find its place, but in the blink of an eye…

“Kiersa!”

Kiersa and I fell onto the ground, followed shortly by the feeling of a much taller and heavier Goliath falling on top of the two of us.

“Ow…” Kiersa winced, sandwiched between me and Giezha. She strained to open an eye, looking around. “What happened?”

We all got up and dusted ourselves off. We were inside a cave. Suddenly, all the sounds of the outside were gone, and the only thing left was the faint dripping of water.

“Or inside Mount Kianai,” Giezha noted. “Demira did not complete the spell as best as she thought.”

“Where are the others?” I looked around, beginning to panic. “Where’s Copper?”

“If I had to guess,” Giezha surmised, “it’s likely that the portal pushed us to separate locations. Demira may not have clearly envisioned her location in her prayers. Or maybe her goddess had other intentions.”

“And how would you know what a goddess’s intentions are?” Kiersa suddenly said, whirling around and looking at her fiercely. “As far as I could tell, you’re an expert in the arcane. Perhaps you should leave divine magic to those that study it.”

Giezha’s studious expression changed to shock, and she put her hands up, taking a step backward. “I didn’t say that I knew what it was, I’m only guessing.”

Kiersa looked like she was about to say something before she swallowed it and shook her head. “We need to find the others. We need to find the people that were taken. We need to find a way out.”

“Which way should we go?” Giezha asked.

Kiersa stopped and looked around, chewing on the question. We were in a small cavern with stalagmites and stalactites scattered about with small pools of water. But other than that, the area would have been completely pitch black except for a small light heading out of one side of the cavern.

“That’s probably our best bet,” I said, pointing to the light. “Giezha, can you produce one on your staff so that we don’t go in flying completely blind?”

Giezha nodded, and we got into formation. Kiersa walked behind me and in front of Giezha as we marched through the cavern.

A tight, small passageway with tiny glowing flames stuck on the wall led this path.

“What kind of lights are these?” I asked, looking at the small yellow fire quizzically. It produced no warmth, and it made no sound.

“Divine flames,” Kiersa explained. “It’s similar to some of the magic that I produce. If an area is enriched with enough blessing by a deity, it can be made permanent.”

“Or somebody else could have made it and left it there,” Giezha added before Kiersa could say anything of Giezha’s interruption.

I motioned for us to follow the lights up ahead. The lights continued to lead us through a winding path. The air was cool, and with every step, our feet echoed in the long hall. My spear stayed in front of me as we tried to stay ready in case of attack.

Kiersa’s breathing tickled the back of my neck, and I tried to keep the goosebumps down. This was a very different situation than any cave dives or dungeon crawls we had done before. There, we had some idea of where we were going. We knew how we got into the cave. But here…we were thrown into the middle of the mountain.

“You wouldn’t happen to have any divine intervention from Ihena to find us a way out, would you?” I half-joked to Kiersa.

She smiled nervously but shook her head. “Unfortunately, no.”

“I should have looked into pathfinding spells,” Giezha admonished herself. “It’d be perfect to get us out of here…”

“You couldn’t have known,” I said gently.

The longer we walked, however, the more the tension, or rather the reality, set in. We were completely lost. Following a trail of magic lights with no known source, getting dimmer and dimmer until finally it went out.

“I had to brighten my own light spell,” Giezha said suddenly from behind us.

Kiersa and I whipped around and looked at her. She put her finger to her lips and whispered, “Listen.”

“Waiii!”

“What is that?” I whispered. “It sounds like wind.”

It did. A howling, cool, dark wind that chilled me to the bone. I realized the temperature in the cave was plummeting as well. And that wasn’t good. Typically, mountains near springs were inactive volcanoes. And that meant going deeper into a cave meant hotter temps. Instead, it felt like we were walking into a blizzard. The sound came again, and a chill of realization hit me.

“It’s another ice wraith,” I warned Kiersa and Giezha in a low whisper.

“Help!” Came an echoing voice far away. A voice I recognized.

“Tulgreg?” Kiersa asked.

I nodded, and we all crouched down and began to sneak forward. We had found them, but we had also found more trouble.

As the last of the radiant lights on the walls faded, the only light we had was the one Kiersa and I produced.

“Get away from him!” Came Seros’ scratching voice.

Thwang!

“Oof!” There was a clatter, and Seros grunted before the sound of rushing wind preceded him slamming to the ground.

The three of us sprinted forward to see what was going on. The path widened, and the ceiling began to rise as we entered another cavern. A small beacon of radiant light appeared on a step above us, and I could see the ghostly, phantom-like visage of the ice wraith. It was bigger and more corporeal than the ones from the blizzard, like a specter in a black cloak, bathed in ice and snow.

It loomed large and tried to move toward the radiant light, but something stopped it. It reached its hands out, only to be covered in the light and hiss in pain before recoiling.

“I said, get away from Tulgreg!” Seros barked.

Seros was up there on the step with the wraith.

“We need to save them,” I said. “I can’t get a good angle.”

We were a good fifteen feet beneath and at this angle, any errant spell could hit Seros or Tulgreg. And the dwarf sounded like he was in particularly bad shape.

“Let’s draw it closer. Then, I can try to banish it,” Kiersa suggested.

Giezha and I nodded. “Right.”

“Can you make those magical chains like you did when we fought the giant skeleton?” I asked Giezha. She tightened her lips and nodded. “Good. Let’s try that. We can use it to pull it closer. I’ll grab its attention.”

“How?” Kiersa asked.

“Like this.” I lifted my spear up by my shoulder and turned to the wraith. “Hey, ugly!” I shouted, throwing the spear.

The creature paid me no mind at first, until the spear hit where it had been floating, slicing through and embedding into the wall behind it.

“What’s going on?” Seros called out.

The wraith looked down, where the spear had phased through it harmlessly, and then turned to me.

I took several steps forward and gestured. “Bring it on, you overgrown ice cube!”

“Hweiii…!”

The wraith let out a sound that was somewhere between a gust of wind and a cackle. Then it charged. It was faster than I imagined, and in a blink, it traveled the entire distance of the cavern, right on top of me. A bony hand protruded from the cloak, trying to grab me, but I dodged at the last second, dropping to the ground.

Whoosh!

A spout of flames hit the creature from beneath as I extended both hands, pouring my mana into it. Unfortunately, the flames bounced off the creature harmlessly, and it continued its attack.

“Fffoooool,” the wraith whispered, before its hand struck down, smashing the stone beside me.

I rolled, hopping to my feet—

Whip!

Two large, green chains of magical energy shot out from behind and grabbed the wraith, twisting and binding around it. The wraith let out a scream as its hooded cloak fell away, revealing frostbitten, fleshless bone.

“It looks like magic can hold onto it,” I panted. “But it didn’t penetrate.”

Giezha grunted as she strained to hold the creature with her chains. The wraith tried to pry itself free but was unable to break the chains.

“I’m ready!” Kiersa called out.

The creature writhed and thrashed, trying to break the chains.

If fire bounces off…maybe it just needs more of what it loves.

A chill touched my hands as I began to create a spell of ice and snow. I ran forward, conjuring ice and grabbing the creature where the chains held it.

Crack!

Ice exploded from my hands, freezing it in place. It tried to swipe at me—

whack!

And its hand caught my arm, knocking me backward like a ragdoll. But I wasn’t done. I kept blasting ice, imprisoning the monster in its own element.

Giezha’s chains held tight as I roared over the wind, “Tanevesos…mergathol!”

A blinding light flashed before my eyes, forcing me to cover them. A pillar of swirling gold, silver, and blue light crashed from the heavens, throwing me back. The wraith screamed in agony as the light completely covered the monster.

I landed on my butt, dazed, as radiant light melted the creature away until nothing was left but Giezha’s chains, which were now floating in the air. I stood up, brushing the dust off my pants before wincing. A nasty bruise covered in frostbite had ripped straight through my armor.

Kiersa rushed forward, inspecting the injury and healing it with a quick spell.

We turned toward Tulgreg and Seros, who were now at the end of the ledge, looking down at us.

“Who goes there?” Seros demanded nervously. “I can’t see you clearly.

“It’s us,” I called back.

Seros’ voice twisted into a mix of relief and anger at us being his saviors. “Oh, great. What are you all doing here?”

“Demira found us back in town and asked us to help you.”

“That would be greatly appreciated,” Tulgreg laughed painfully. “Do you think you could help us get down now?”

“Give me a second,” Giezha said, rolling her sleeves.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Seros demanded.

“It means sit tight,” Giezha said, rolling her neck.

From a standing position, Giezha jumped up onto the craggy wall and climbed effortlessly to the top.

“The goliath!” Seros said, surprised. “Now what are you—hey, get your hands off me! Whoaaa!”

Giezha dangled Seros over the edge.

“I got him!” I called, stepping underneath with my arms out.

Seros squirmed, but Giezha let go, and he fell into my arms. We both grunted at the weight, but he honestly wasn’t too bad.

“Luckily, you’re nice and light,” I joked, setting him down.

Seros adjusted his clothes and nodded. “Don’t do that to Tulgreg. He’s hurt.”

“I’ve got him,” Giezha said.

Tulgreg leaned against her shoulder as she carefully climbed down and set him on the ground. She then pulled a small wood and metal rod from her robe and handed it to me.

I quickly stowed away my collapsible spear and checked on Tulgreg. He was covered in frostbite and bruises, with a nasty cut in his shoulder. Blood had been pouring out of it, except it looked like the wound had frozen over.

“Can you heal him?” Seros asked. “Please?”

“Of course I can,” Kiersa said, sitting down and beginning her spell work.

Kiersa’s healing magic cloaked Tulgreg in golden light, causing the ice to fade and bruises to discolor. It took some doing, but the icy cut thinned, sealing almost entirely. Tulgreg’s haggard breathing returned to normal, and he blinked a few times before stretching.

“That’s much better, lass. Thank ye.”

Kiersa wiped the sweat from her brow and sat up straight, nodding. “It’s what we’re here to do.”

“Demira mentioned you guys getting separated. What happened?” I asked.

Seros gritted his teeth, like he didn’t want to answer, then sighed in defeat.

“We…I rushed it. Demira found the portal to the mountain to find the Golden Lotus. But instead of going through the temple like we were supposed to, the blizzard threw us off. We meandered most of the day in a cave and had to set up camp. Then we were attacked by more of those damn wraiths, even after she found the portal. They were in the mountains too. It got Tulgreg bad and separated Demira from us. I shouted for her to go and save herself.”

He pointed back the way we’d come.

“She ran that way and set up lights for us to follow in case we escaped. But even after we slipped away…she’d vanished. And a new wraith chased us all around.”

“Murinabba answered her prayers,” Kiersa said, pointedly. “She asked for a way to save you and was sent to the temple to run and get help. After that, she ran down the mountain to find us and threw herself back into danger. You should be grateful.”

Kiersa left no room for debate in her words. Seros fell silent, closing his eyes and bowing his head.

“I am grateful,” Tulgreg said, laughing hoarsely. He extended his hand, and I helped him up. “Still. We’ve got a treasure to find, and I don’t see the others. I’m assuming something happened?”

I explained the wraiths attacks and how the portal split us all up.

“Did you find where you were supposed to go?”

Seros pulled out a golden lotus leaf, glowing dimly. “Turns out they’re enchanted to find the actual Golden Lotus. At least, that’s what Demira discovered. We were following it to a path…this way.” He pointed in a different direction than where we had come.

Seros did not wait for us and walked in the direction he showed us.

“Hey, wait up!” I called out.

“We don't have time to wait,” Seros said without breaking his stride.

“Well, maybe you should!” I grabbed Seros and whirled him around face to face with me. He looked ready to slug me but thought better of it as he stared at me.

“What is your problem?” he demanded.

“Tulgreg is still not fully healed. We need to slow down, otherwise we could leave him behind.”

“Then let him be!” Seros snapped. “Then he avoids being in any further danger! I will not let my friends be put in harm’s way so long as I have any say in it. So, if I have to find the Lotus myself, I will!”

I balled my fist in anger and wished that Seros had gone ahead and given me a real reason to punch him.

“Some friend you are! All you do is berate them all the time and treat them like garbage!”

Seros’ trademark sneer returned as he stared at me. “And what would you know? Perhaps I should sleep with one of them? Or perhaps—” Seros stopped before he said anything else. My nostrils flared, and I was ready right then and there to knock him to the ground.

But I couldn’t do that. He had the golden lotus leaf and could lead us to the others. Still…that fucker wanted to talk about the girls like that?

Seros looked away, and his face shifted from anger to shame and then to fear. “I…I’m sorry,” he said finally. “I am lashing out because I feel like I’m letting them down.”

Oh shit, Asher. He’s opening up his feelings and being vulnerable. Quick. Don’t be an asshole!

The others watched as Seros and I stood ahead of them. I tentatively put an arm out toward him.

“You are not going to let them down for trying to protect them, but the way you treat them will,” I said. “We need to find the others, find the Lotus, and get out of here. Together.”

“Aye, lad!” Tulgreg called out. “Together! Now use that leaf and point us toward the treasure!”

Seros smiled at Tulgreg and nodded before once again, taking the lead—at a slower pace. The eerie quiet of the cave was gently broken by a new sound approaching us as we followed Seros.

As we walked through the many halls, caverns, and dead ends, the sound of water came back into earshot. Not like the faint drips from the formations in the caves, but the sound of rushing water. Seros read something in the glow of the leaf that escaped me, and his long elf ear twitched.

“Please turn off your lights,” Seros said, looking at me and Giezha. “The changes in the glow of the lotus leaf are becoming more subtle.”

Following his instruction, we stowed our lights, and all that was left was the golden aura of the leaf with nothing to pollute its beautiful glow. It was brighter than I thought, and tiny bits of golden dots appeared to flow forward from the leaf in a single direction. As we continued to follow it, the sound of the water drew closer. It was heavy and sounded like it was splashing into a deeper pool, not unlike a bathtub faucet.

Eventually, however, we found the ground began to shift from hard stone to soft to a softer dirt until our feet no longer clattered against the ground but squished under soft dirt.

“We’re getting close,” Seros whispered before stopping at a fork in the path. Both shared a smattering of grass on the ground, and the sound appeared to ricochet from either side.

“Does it matter which way we go?” I asked.

Seros, looked at the leaf and concentrated as the small blobs of golden light went in both directions for a moment before settling on the left. “We should go that way,” he said. “It’s the most direct path.”

Following it a bit more, the ground began to slope downward, and light began to come from the end of the passage. Other noises filled the air as the rushing water grew closer and closer. It sounded like wildlife! Birds chirping, deer calling to one another, and large animals rustling grass. As we crested over the top of the path, we finally saw it.

“Wow…” Kiersa whispered.

Seros led us toward a grassy ledge that looked out into something I would’ve never expected to see. Rather than the large dank and dark caverns we had traversed before, it was bright, warm, and covered in thick, luscious grass. There were tall winding trees and broad leaves and flowers blooming like spring. An entire oasis trapped away in the mountain.

It was easily a dozen acres or more just from what we could see, with rolling hills and the impossibly high walls. It was like the core of the mountain had been carved out and replaced with a hidden glade, like something from a beautiful dream.

The source of the rushing water became apparent as well, coming from the center of this large area, was a waterfall straight from the heavens down. It fell in a large column with a pool beneath it.

“This is amazing…” Tulgreg whispered. “I never thought I would see anything like this.”

“Look!” I said, pointing to the base of the waterfall near the water.

There was a large stalagmite sitting just underneath the rushing water. The trail of golden orbs flew from the lotus leaf through the air in a winding path right toward it. And as my eyes focused, I realized that just above the tip of the stalagmite was a large floating object.

The Golden Lotus.


Chapter 14

We descended the grassy hill carefully to make sure that Tulgreg didn’t fall on the way down. The temperature in the meadow was comfortably warm, and the air was still. My head moved on a swivel, trying to see if there was anything about to jump out and attack us. As we moved past a bubbling river of warm water and through the rolling hill, we kept in a line, with me at the front and Giezha in the back.

Chirp! Chirp!

A large bird with big glassy eyes and a funny set of protrusions like a crown on its head, sang on a tree branch before flying away with a heavy flutter of its wings. Were it not for the stone ceiling, you’d think this was anywhere out in the wild.

“Should we just go straight for it?” I asked Seros.

His eyes were transfixed on the Golden Lotus still hovering over the inside of the waterfall, but he broke them away and looked at me.

“No. We know where it is now. We need to find the others first.”

“About that,” Giezha said, tugging on my shoulder and pointing to the other side of the glen, almost completely opposite of us.

Demira, Mara, Uli, and a small fox were running along the hillside. Actually, they weren’t running. They were in a dead sprint, looking around for something.

“What’s going on?” I said, raising my spear. “What are they—oh.”

“RAAAAGGGHHH!”

Cresting over a hill was a gigantic animal chasing after Mara and the others. A giant fox, nearly four times as tall as Giezha at the shoulders with icy blue and orange fur coating its body and a series of white jagged stripes over its face.

“That’s not good!” I called out. “Come on!”

We ran across the meadow toward the others as the giant creature chased after the others. Its teeth were like icicles, and a small belch of fire emerged from its throat.

Fooosh!

“Gods, they’re gonna get burnt to a crisp!” Tulgreg lamented.

“Not if I can help it.”

Kiersa chanted an incantation and silver light exploded from her fingertips racing toward Mara, Uli, Demira, and Copper. The silver light hit them, and their forms blurred slightly as every stride moved twice as long, doubling and tripling their speed. The fire slammed into the ground right where they had been before speeding away, barely escaping.

They ran straight toward us, and the two groups connected in the middle, close to the waterfall and surrounding pool.

“What is that thing?” I asked.

Demira’s hands were on her knees panting heavily.

“The mountain spirit. It’s angered by our presence.”

“Oh, it’s mad. Is it?” Seros growled before charging past everybody toward the mountain spirit.

“Hey, you stupid overgrown lupine!” Seros shouted. “Stay away from my friends!”

The spirit growled and gritted its icy teeth staring down at Seros, who was waving his sword back and forth in a show of intimidation.

“Thieves!” the spirit growled in a deep lumbering and ghostly voice. “You seek to steal the goddess’ gift!”

“We’re not trying to steal anything,” Seros retorted. “We’re just trying to find it.”

“Find it?” the creature asked, its ears pinned back on its head while its three tales flowed around each other in a mesmerizing pattern.

“Seros!” Demira whispered. “Please do not anger the spirit more!”

“Well, why can't I?” he asked. “It attacked you. It’s trying to eat all of us. And it’s calling us thieves. The legend says that we’re supposed to retrieve the Golden Lotus! How’s that stealing?”

I gulped and looked at the fox spirit who did not seem interested in splitting hairs about the difference between retrieving and stealing. I slowly approached the spirit from behind Seros. The spirit noticed my approach, and the iris of one of its eyes split in half, forming two eyes in the one socket. One was trained on me and the other on Seros.

“You dare approach with your weapon raised!”

I looked down at my spear and clicked the button on it, turning the spear back into the small handle before pocketing it as a sign of good faith.

“Asher, what are you doing!?” Uli hissed.

I did not reply to her question and, instead, looked at the spirit before bowing slightly. “We were told the same story.” I explained that the Golden Lotus was lost and the legend about finding it.

“Is that not what happened?”

The creature let out a puff of air through its nose. At first the puff was like snow before turning to steam from the heat.

“The lotus was a gift by the great Murinabba. A gift that has enriched Ineska for centuries. Given peace while I protect these lands! Murinabba loves the people of Ineska more than any, and it is my duty to protect them. So, I took the Lotus for its protection!” the creature declared.

“For it was adventurers seeking the riches of the Golden Lotus that endangered Ineska! These greedy, lecherous thieves endangered Ineska! Thieves, such as yourselves.

Now tell me, thief…do the people of Inseska weep for the Lotus?” It asked both me and Seros. “Have they asked you to retrieve the Lotus?”

That question made me stiffen, and I looked back at the others. I realized that the spirit was correct. We hadn’t been. We were told about it, and we had heard stories, but most everyone wanted to simply celebrate the goddess Murinabba.

Mostly everybody.

“Well, a little girl wanted to find it,” I explained. “She tried to climb up the mountain to get to it.”

The creature sat down, straightening his back and arching a brow at me. “Yes. I sent my emissaries to intercept her. To prevent her from finding it. I assume that the child is no longer here.”

“You did what!?” Seros growled. “You sent a pack of wolves after a child!”

The creature paid him no mind and looked at me. “Does the child live or not?”

A sinking feeling hit my stomach while danger tickled the back of my neck. This spirit was willing to murder a child in horrible fashion just for climbing a mountain. And now, it was trying to threaten all of us. I looked back and the others, and they were just as horrified as I was. Just as mystified at the spirit’s cruelty. And just as pissed.

“Yes,” I said, turning back to the spirit. “We killed those stupid wolves and, frankly, I wasn’t worried about finding the Lotus before this. But if you are the one that’s endangering these people, then I’ve got a problem with you!”

The spirit gnashed its teeth at me, and I prepared myself, taking a defensive stance.

“I am their protector! I decide what is best!”

Whoosh!

A flash of fire arced from the three tails of the giant fox, forcing Seros and me to dive away from the attack. We both jumped in opposite directions as the fire splashed onto the ground. Jumping back into action, I pulled out the spear and charged forward at the fox spirit, but the creature was already gone.

Despite its size, the spirit moved like a blur before pouncing at Seros. The creature’s snout smashed into the ground, throwing dirt and grass up in the air.

“Seros!” Demira screamed

“Oh no you don’t!” Seros shouted, rolling on his back. He pulled something from a satchel at his side, throwing it up into the air.

Whoosh!

Black smoke enveloped Seros before he reappeared amongst the others. The creature smashed its paw through the smoke in frustration before letting out an ear-piercing scream. A trio of arrows sank into the monster from Mara, while bolts of lightning and divine energy slammed into the monster’s side.

Closest to the monster, I jumped up into the air, holding the spear in hand and thrusting it forward.

“WARRRGGHH!” The beast screamed as my spear sank deep into its leg.

Grabbing hold of the blue section of fur, I tried to pull the spear out before climbing up the monster. However, as soon as my hand touched the blue fur, ice began to form around me.

“Shit!” I shouted, shaking the ice from my hand.

Even the coat of this thing was dangerous. If the ice wasn’t enough, tiny flames danced between its orange sections of fur while ice and snow fell through the blue sections. With a deep breath, I concentrated on the Aura to accept the energies of my surroundings and help strengthen and empower myself.

My center began to warm as my Aura began to tap into the energies of the surrounding world, passing through me and connecting me to the greater being. Steam bubbled underneath the ice as my whole body began to quickly increase in temperature, and I yanked free my spear with renewed power.

Zzzap! Thoom!

Arcane bolts and streaks of lightning flew around me as the others tried to attack the fox spirit from every direction. Throwing my spear into the air, I scurried up the back leg of the fox spirit, throwing myself up onto its hip. I caught the spear on its fall, slamming it into the creature’s back.

“RIIIII!”

The creature’s body shook and vibrated in pain as it tried to shake me off as bouts of flame and ice emanated from its body trying to engulf me.

I grabbed onto my spear and tried to move. But as I tried to tug it free, I realized I had caught on something, and it was wedged in. Perhaps I’d got stuck on a bit of muscle or perhaps a joint between bones. Either way, I couldn’t make the spear budge for anything.

“Come on, you!” I grunted.

A large shadow loomed over top of me, and at the last second, I turned to see one of the three tails flying straight for me from the side.

“That ain’t good!”

Throwing both of my arms in front of me, I cast a shield spell, which created a small bubble of magical energy. The tail, however, smashed right through my shield and sent me flying into the air.

Splash!

Hot water surrounded me as I began to fall into a crystal-clear abyss. If I wasn’t weighed down with my gear in the middle of deadly combat, it would’ve felt very relaxing. But this was not relaxing, and I was about to drown.

Reflexively, I let out a gasp and sucked in water, my lungs caught fire. I wasn’t about to drown now…but I was drowning. My legs flailed around, and I clutched my throat, looking around trying to get my wits about me.

I was inside the pool surrounding the waterfall! A torrent rained down overhead, obscuring my view of what was going up top, but there was nothing but daylight up to the surface. Holding my breath, I frantically swam up, breaching the surface with a gasp. Rushing water splashed onto me, and the monster’s screams rocked my ears, but I was alive. Air filled my lungs, and I coughed and gasped, retching out the water before trying to get to land.

“Come on, lad!” Tulgreg called, running over.

He knelt toward the edge and helped pull me back onto the surface.

“Thanks, I grunted.!”

“Thank me after the beast is beaten! We don’t have much time. The others are getting battered. I tell you.”

The scene on the battlefield didn’t look good as I realized Demira was laying down on the ground covered in healing magic as Kiersa knelt over her, trying to keep her steady. Meanwhile, Giezha and Mara were on opposite sides of the spirit fox. Mara dodged from tree to tree, aiming for its eyes with arrows, while Giezha was launching heavy strikes of lightning and pure magic.

“Where’s Seros?” I grunted. “And Uli?”

“Come on!”

Seros let out a war cry before hacking away at one of the monster’s feet dodging as it nearly stomped him into the ground. However, as my head twisted around, Uli was still nowhere to be seen.

“Your spear is doing quite the work, lad,” Tulgreg said, stopping and pulling something from his back. “The beast has been slowed enough for this!”

Tulgreg chuckled before pulling out a large and heavy crossbow from his back and setting it on the ground. It was nearly as big as he was and the crossbow is almost as big as Tulgreg before he pulled out a stand from its bottom, screwing on a plate to use as a base.

“Gave me a nice immobile target!”

I realize what he meant as the three tailed fox was also only three-legged. My spear had dug into the hip of the creature, and one of its legs was up and shaking, unable to go back down.

“Keep it right there, and I’ll put her down!”

Bolts the size of small logs with evil-looking serrated metal tips were the next to come from Tulgreg’s broad backpack. As he began loading the first one and cranking it into position, I turned, sprinting back into the fray. If he needed me to keep it in once place, you could bet your ass I would!

I gathered mana into my arms as I chanted a spell to ring this monster’s bell. A spell of storms. A spell of thunder. A nice, big lightning bolt! Electricity crackled in my arms, arcing from one side to the next, flashing in and out of existence. I still didn’t know if this world worked in the same way as Earth, but I figured an electric shock could really mess with something's muscles.

I ran right by Kiersa and Demira sparing only a single glance. Blood covered the left side of Demira’s face, and she had been burned badly by one of the fox’s flaming attacks. The monster screamed before attempting to pounce on Mara. The tree she was hiding behind exploded, but Mara ran toward the monster ducking under as it overcommitted.

“Raaagh!” I screamed before unleashing a two-handed blast of lightning.

Kzzzzaam!

Lightning ripped through my body and out in a single powerful bolt connecting with the fox spirit. At first, I thought that I had secured some kind of major blow. However, in the blink of an eye, the fox spirit disappeared.

What the!?

KAKOOOOM!

Sound of thunder exploded from behind me, and I turned in horror as the fox spirit, now sporting two tails, appeared right behind me. I took a step back and felt the chill of the spirit fox’s icy breath. There was nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide. It raised a paw to strike me, and I smiled at the beast.

Thunk!

“RAAAGGHHH!”

Before the spirit could attack, a large wooden and metal bolt pierced the creature in its neck producing a large spout of blood. The force of the blow staggered the creature, which clumsily stumbled back.

Its legs became unsteady, and it fell onto the ground with a heavy thud!

We all stopped in astonishment as the creature’s tails fell to the ground. I took a step back, looking at the creature trepidatiously.

“Did I get it?” Tulgreg called.

“You might have!” Seros replied tentatively.

I walked forward and reached out for my spear as the creature laid perfectly still. Completely still. As if it had already died. Or…

“Wait…” I whispered. “It’s a trick!”

Before I had realized that the creature’s three tails had become two, and now, one was on the ground.

“Kiersa, look out!” Giezha shouted.

My heart stopped when I looked across the battlefield. The fox spirit stood over Kiersa, not as its giant form, but instead in that of a woman. Half-fox, half-human, with a tail and ears and a sharp featured face, nearly ten feet tall. It held its hand out like a dagger with claws all several inches long and filed to a razor-sharp point.

“Kiersa!” I screamed. My hand went out as I screamed for a shield to appear.

However, the shield flickered into existence a moment too late, and the beast’s attack was too fast, and the spirit too close for me to do anything.

Squelch!

“Noooo!” I screamed.

The fox spirit looked down in surprise as Giezha stood between it and Kiersa with the spirit Fox’s arm puncturing into the top of Giezha’s shoulder.

“Giezha!” we all screamed, horrified as Giezha stood there shaking while her two hands gripped onto the spirit fox struggling to hold on.

The air around her rippled with heat and power as she tried to use the Aura to fight the overwhelming power of the fox spirit.

“You sacrifice yourself for another?” the fox spirit asked.

“G-get away from Kiersa!” Giezha grunted.

The final tail of the fox spirit swished dangerously as it cocked its head. “No. I’ll just kill you first.”

“No, you won’t!” Uli shouted from afar.

We all turned and looked back to the waterfall in astonishment as Uli stood proud with Copper at her feet and the Golden Lotus in her hands.

“The Lotus!” the fox spirits howled, pulling its hand back from Giezha. She let out a gasp of pain as blood spurted from her shoulder. “Give it to me!”

“No,” Uli said, holding it close. “I'm going to destroy it unless you let us leave.”

The spirit screamed angrily, as fire and ice whirled around it. “I’ll kill you before you have the chance! I am all powerful. This realm is my domain, and I am the guardian of the mountain!”

“I slipped from your vision easy enough the first time!” Uli countered.

Nobody said or did anything for a moment as the fox spirit stiffened but did not move. It looked around at all of us with a set of large black and gold eyes burning into each of us. In any other circumstance, I would’ve considered its human form to be very beautiful. But instead, I was just worried it was going to kill us all at any moment.

“You come to steal it. Now you threaten to destroy it. The cruelty of mortals knows no bounds.”

“We don’t want to destroy it!” I said walking forward. The spirit watched me but still did not move. “We don’t even want to take it! But you can’t demand that people not be curious about their own heritage. You can’t kill a child for being a child.

“If the child found where the Lotus was, somebody else would come eventually,” the spirit whispered. “Somebody would take it, and the people of the village would suffer for it. People would die because someone would do anything to take it!”

“And how many people have almost died because of you?” I shouted, now face to face with the creature. “Because in the time I’ve been here in the mountains, the only people that have been in danger were the ones attacked by your wolves and your ice wraiths!”

“Insolent mortal! I have lived for thousands of years. I know the threats that mortals make. I know the threat of their existence!”

I was surprised to see tears streaming down the spirit’s face as its whole body shook in anger. Its face was red, and the fox-like face seemed…sad. Defeated, even.

“And you also know the people of Ineska,” I said quietly. “Are they truly safe? Living under the protection of somebody that would kill them if they crossed some arbitrary line? A line that you determine?”

“Not if they were a true believer of Murinabba.”

My eyes widened and I looked at Demira, who watched from the ground, battered and beaten.

“Like someone who could open the portal?” I asked.

The creature looked at me oddly as if surprised I knew about this portal. The fox-woman nodded, and I didn’t say anything at first. Instead, I simply pointed back toward Kiersa and Demira.

“She opened the portal from inside the mountain because she was trying to save her friends. And then she ran back in, knowing the danger she was facing.”

The spirit’s face dropped before looking at Demira and then its own hands. The hands, covered in Giezha’s blood, shook, and the spirit’s breathing quickened. Tears flowed from the squinted eyes, and its head turned up to the sky.

“Murinabba…Goddess of Hearth…is this true?” it whispered.

The creature closed its eyes and listened for something with its large fox ears twitching.

We waited, nobody moving except for Kiersa, who tried to heal Giezha as the spirit continued to listen to an unheard voice. To see an unseen sight. Finally, after several harrowing moments, the spirit turned to me, its gaze softened.

“I…have gone against the goddess’s wishes,” The spirit said softly. Its tail hung limp its shoulders slumped. “I have guarded the Lotus for so long…it is my duty.”

This time Giezha spoke, holding onto her shoulder and struggling to talk clearly. “You don’t g-guard some treasure, spirit. It’s the people of Ineska you protect. They’re happy with or without the Lotus. That’s not why they praise Murinabba.”

There was a long pause as the spirit looked at all of us.

“I am…sorry,” it said finally before kneeling down and touching Giezha’s shoulder.

In an instant, the wound disappeared, and the blood did as well. The spirit moved across the burnt and frozen grass as if it were gliding, appearing next to the wounded Demira.

“You have followed Murinabba’s teachings better than me, young one.”

Light poured from the fox spirit’s hand and bathed Demira, levitating her and turning her as her eyes opened, and she looked at herself.

“I’m alive!” Demira shouted before realizing who she now stood before.

“I humbly beg your apology,” the creature whispered, bowing its head. “Even immortals may not think beyond their own selves.”

Seros came running forward and at first, I was worried that he would attack the spirit, but instead he ran and hugged Demira.

“You’re okay!” he croaked before turning to the spirit. “We will leave, I promise! Just let us be, and we’ll never come here again.”

The fox spirit’s ear twitched for a moment as a difficult to pin down smile appeared on its face.

“I have grown foolish in my isolation,” the fox spirit whispered. “Perhaps being left alone is not the best course of action.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

“Oh, you’ll see,” the fox spirit teased. “But, for now, take the Golden Lotus.”

Uli was still holding onto it and looked at the fox spirit warily

“Are you sure?”

With a wave of the fox spirit’s hand, a new Golden Lotus appeared in the waterfall where the first had been floating.

“There will not be only one Golden Lotus of this great mountain,” the fox spirit declared. “Nay. There will be two!”

Tulgreg came hustling up, still carrying his great crossbow with great difficulty. “But we’re not all together. So, the goblin gets to steal it and then that’s that?”

The fox spirit turned to Tulgreg, who realized his mistake about a half-second too late, while Seros seemed ready to pass out on the spot. However, the spirit laughed, covering its mouth with one hand.

“You are correct, dwarf. Your efforts in trying to decapitate me with a crossbow deserve merit. Therefore, these mountains shall have three Golden Lotuses.”

With a click of its fingers, another Golden Lotus appeared, slowly rotating in place above its palm.

“Here, child of Murinabba,” the spirit said, looking at Demira. “Your bravery and care for your comrades should be recognized. Thank you for showing me the error of my ways.”


Chapter 15

The town was extremely surprised when we returned the next day with not one, not two, but three Golden Lotus flowers. They quickly recognized that the flowers must have been real based on how the Golden Lotus leaves they used for the festival reacted to them. The same faint golden orbs we’d seen in the mountains now flew all around like a swarm of fireflies in the town of Ineska.

“We must make sure that this Lotus is always protected by any means possible,” the man that had been running the festival events explained, watching it rotate in his palm.

Many people jostled for a proposition to see the Golden Lotus, while also asking about our own.

“How did you find there were three of them?” one man asked me.

I handed it to Uli for a moment and scratched the back of my head. “To be honest, we just got lucky.”

I think initially there was much debate about where the Golden Lotus would stay when not being given at the end of the festival ceremonies. However, that issue was quickly resolved when a beautiful woman with foxlike ears and a tail appeared in the midst of the excited crowd.

“Excuse me,” the fox spirit said in a quiet voice.

The animated crowd quickly fell silent at the appearance of a woman so tall and exuding so much power from her mere presence. It seemed that several people instantly recognized her for who she was. The old lady that Seros had been harassing when we first arrived dropped to a knee and immediately began praying to Murinabba.

“I believe that the Golden Lotus does represent Ineska quite well.” The spirit smiled. “It should be used as a symbol to attract the many people who would be lucky and grateful to know this town and to know her people.”

“I like the sound of that!” the orc innkeeper laughed. “Perhaps we could keep it at my inn as a way to attract any guests?”

“What about potential thieves?” someone else asked.

The fox spirit smiled mischievously. “Perhaps somebody could be tasked with standing watch and guarding the Lotus. Someone who is familiar with the goddess. Someone capable of guaranteeing its safety.”

* * *

As the town celebrated the fox spirit moving closer to the town, the group of Seros, Demira, and Tulgreg were making their last preparations before it was time to leave. Seros handed the Golden Lotus to Demira before pulling the drawstrings on his sack and tossing it over his shoulder. They decided to leave town quickly, so as not to give Seros any opportunity to anger the spirit again with his short temper and quick tongue. We caught them about to leave from the inn while the coast was clear.

Seros turned from his bag and walked up to me, extending his hand out. “Thank you, Asher Merrick,” he said with a nod. “If it wasn’t for you, all my friends would be dead. I owe you a lifetime of gratitude, and I promise you I’ll not forget the things that I learned here.”

“What? Not to be such a micromanaging asshole?” Giezha suggested.

Tulgreg and Mara laughed uproariously, while Seros took it in stride. I shook his hand, and Seros smiled appreciatively.

“Yes, I suppose that’s the most accurate if blunt way to describe it. Still, thank you.”

We walked them out of the inn and watched them leave the town in the same direction we had all arrived. Tulgreg shook all our hands, while Demira was the last to speak with us. As they prepared to take the road back out from Ineska, she fidgeted nervously and had trouble looking at me for a moment as her eyes wandered from side to side.

“I’m sorry to have gotten you all mixed up in so many of our issues. You all were just trying to enjoy a vacation, but we kept dragging you into our problems. And then you risked your lives to save us and…” Demira tried to wrap it up neatly but fumbled with her words nervously. “I just…thank you,” he finally said.

I prepared to tell her it was nothing and to shake her hand, when Demira quickly wrapped her arms around me in a tight hug. My hands were out, and I looked around at the others in confusion. Kiersa seemed a bit jealous about it while the others teased me.

“Be sure to keep that Seros on a tight leash,” I laughed after awkwardly patting Demira on the shoulder. “You were very brave during the whole thing. You know that, right?”

Demira’s slightly pointed ears were tinged pink, as were her cheeks and the top of her neck. Still, she smiled proudly and gave us all a thumbs up.

“I’ll be sure to keep them on a path to glory. Or…something like that.”

“Farewell!” Demira called, waving to us as she ran to catch up with Tulgreg and Seros.

“I wonder how long they’ve been on the road together,” I asked as we all watched them walk off toward the horizon.

“Who knows?” Uli shrugged. “Could be a few months, could be fifty years. I’m just glad we didn’t have to worry about Demira trying to join in on the fun.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked. Uli said nothing and walked toward the others, who began to laugh. “No. Seriously, what does that mean?”

* * *

We left the next day once we were sure the fox spirit was settled in and we were good to go. The Golden Lotus was kept in Uli’s bag, as I had informed her that I was hereby removing myself from any leadership duties forthwith.

Thankfully, we were able to make our return on a more comfortable ship ride home. With so many ships headed to Naled, it didn’t take long for one that looked particularly nice to catch our eye. We managed to get a room to ourselves in a large galley ship filled with goods and luxuries for the people of Naled and the rest of the empire.

Copper, for his part, seemed quite happy to be heading back home to Naled and leaving the snowy mountains off in the distance. The night before we were set to arrive, I woke up from the cot I’d been sleeping in at the sound of footsteps and whispering voices just outside the room.

“Huh?” I grunted, bolting up.

Copper let out a whine between my legs, before falling back asleep. Meanwhile, Mara and Uli snoozed peacefully nearby. I noticed that Giezha and Kiersa were nowhere to be seen, however, as my brain refocused. Suddenly, from the other side of the door, I heard their voices.

“Are you sure that your shoulder’s all right?” Kiersa asked quietly. “I can check it again, if you like.”

“I’m fine, Kiersa. I promise.” Giezha laughed.

Still, as they walked away from the door, I couldn’t help but get up to follow them.

Kiersa had finally started to relent when it came to Giezha, and my curiosity got the better of me. I followed them, sneaking down the hallway as the ship gently swayed beneath my feet.

Fun fact: it’s hard to sneak around when you still don’t have your sea legs.

I kept a healthy distance while they slipped into an empty room to talk.

“I just want to make sure it’s not infected!” Kiersa said innocently. “Now, let me take a look one more time.”

“Kiersa!” Giezha laughed. “You’ve healed this thing like three times now. It’s fine.”

I saw their shadows on the wall with Kiersa standing close, inspecting Giezha’s side as she pulled her robe aside slightly.

“See? Totally fine. Minimal scarring. No infection. We’re good to go.”

“Okay,” Kiersa whispered, “But…I also wanted to talk to you, if that’s okay. About how I’ve been acting.” Kiersa hesitated for a moment before clearing her throat. “Asher, you can listen in too if you want.”

Damn. Caught red-handed.

I froze until Giezha popped her head into the hallway and gave me an arched brow.

“Were we really that loud? Getting out of bed?” she asked.

“I chalk it up to divine intervention.” I laughed.

After a beat, I stepped into the room. Kiersa looked nervous, like she’d practiced this moment, mouthing words to herself before finally speaking.

“I’m sorry,” Kiersa and Giezha said at the same time. They looked at each other confused, before Kiersa waved her hands in front of herself.

“No, no, no!” Kiersa cut in. “You can apologize, but after me.”

Kiersa touched Giezha’s arm lightly. “I owe you and Asher both an apology,” Kiersa said, her voice soft. “Asher, I know you were just trying to protect us. I didn’t like how things in Bouldergulf went, or how you tried to stop us from fighting…but I understand why.”

Then she turned to Giezha. “But that’s not the only reason I was mad.” Giezha and I exchanged curious looks while Kiersa continued, “I was mad because I was jealous,” Kiersa admitted, cheeks going red. “Because I found out you told Asher that you loved him before I did.”

Our heads both snapped back slightly.

“I was jealous because I felt like a coward,” Kiersa continued. “Because I think…I know that I loved Asher first. I just didn’t say it. I had chances, but I waited. And then, Giezha, you said it right before you went to go fight your father. And Asher said he loved you too. And I knew you meant it, Giezha. I knew he meant it.”

As Kiersa’s words settled into my mind, I was stunned. I’d assumed things were stable between us all. That this was about just the parts where Giezha nearly killed me. In my own mind, I never really thought about who said what first. And when I realized that, shame fell onto me like an anvil.

“Kiersa,” I started, but she raised a hand.

“It’s okay,” Kiersa said. “I know how this works. I know we’re…all yours.” She waved her hands, fumbling for the right words. “And most importantly, I know you love me. I can feel it. In the way you look at me, the way you hold me, the way you say it. I just wish I’d been brave enough to say it first. So, I took that out on Giezha, and I’m sorry.”

She turned fully to Giezha. “I’m sorry it took you nearly dying for me realize how selfish I was being.”

Before another word could pass between them, Giezha pulled us both into a tight hug with one arm around each of us.

“I’m just glad you’re safe,” Giezha whispered. “And I accept it. I just hope you don’t think less of me for not noticing.”

Kiersa wheezed. “Can’t…breathe…”

Giezha laughed and let go, and Kiersa took a deep breath, pressing a hand to her chest.

“Yes, we’re all okay,” she said with a chuckle. “And I really hope this can all be behind us. I want to go back to us just having adventures. No more of this weirdness.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said, and we all laughed together.

The tension that had followed us like a shadow from Bouldergulf had finally broken. We returned to our beds that night, knowing we’d be back in Naled the next day, ready for the next chapter in this beautiful life we were building together. As we walked back down the hallway, Giezha grinned.

“So, do you think Salvatore’s gonna shit himself when he finds out we actually got the Golden Lotus?”

The End
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Potion Master: I Got Isekai'd to an RPG & Used My Unfair Knowledge of the Game to Beat the BBEG On The First Level. But Now I Must Use My Powers to Save the World From New Evil As The Potion Master!

You'd think defeating the hellhound final boss and turning her into my girlfriend would have fixed things. Turns out it's just the start!

Thomas was a part-time freelancer and part-time floundering streamer for the MMORPG King of Death. A super mediocre game that he mastered so much that end-game raids were solo adventures! But when the game's sassy and scintillating fox spirit Akina appears, she pulls him right into the game!

It's up to Thomas to save the world from the destroyer of worlds. The ender of times. The queen of the underworld! The tall, buff, and beautiful hellhound Mira! But when she shows up on Level 1, he'll have to use his expert knowledge of the game and the broken potion-making mechanics to craft every advantage he can hope for.

This LitRPG Isekai adventure is packed with tons of humor, action, and "action" for you to enjoy. Featuring buff hellhound villains, prim and proper paladin elves, and tons of game-breaking humor, this harem fantasy story is filled with Solomon's trademark style.

If you're looking for a combination of No Game No Life with the broken potion making exploits from Skyrim, you've come to the right place!


Terran Firma

Humans are F***ing Terrifying: Gabriel, Call Sign Cloak, Haywood is no different, and this mercenary's newest job will plunge him deep into a conspiracy that could unravel The Federation itself.
Gabriel, Call Sign Cloak, Haywood was there when Aliens first crashed onto Earth, and now he's a mercenary, flying through space cracking heads. (When he's not drinking with his professor.)
But now, he's got two vampire-elf-alien twins asking him to find their missing sister. And they know just how to sweeten the deal. Soon he's swept up into a conspiracy that could destroy the Earth itself.
This is an explicit piece of sci-fi adventure and contains the following:

A curvaceous teal goblinoid with a penchant for explosives.
A game of cat and mouse with a busty four-armed spy.
Scenes with multiple partners and public displays of affection.
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